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PREFACE 


Why do historians of philosophy do what they do? The truth of the 
matter, which they might not readily own up to, is that they find past 
philosophical texts captivating and worth studying for their own sake. 
To ascribe intrinsic value to something, however, as Aristotle noted,! is 
no bar to ascribing an instrumental value to it as well. So, what is the 
study of past philosophical texts good for? What is its instrumental 
value? If pressed, most historians of philosophy would probably answer 
that their discipline serves a philosophical purpose, however widely and 
variously conceived. ‘Those who allow themselves to be pressed further 
mostly describe such purpose in broadly pedagogic terms. Not without 
a touch of complacency, they claim to provide their non-historical 
colleagues with an extended array of arguments and viewpoints with 
which to tackle philosophical problems as currently formulated, or with an 
enhanced understanding of these problems themselves, if not of the very 
nature of philosophy, or with paradigms to follow or indeed to avoid. 

Other historians of philosophy find such instrumental interpretation 
of their role demeaning. Their function, so they would contend, 
should not be conceived as a mere breathing of (old) life into (newly) 
reformulated philosophical problems. Philosophy, they would claim, 
is by its very nature historical. Not only do philosophers inherit their 
central problems from past practitioners in the field, but their very 
modus operandi is critical and dialectical, consisting as it does of a critical 
engagement with the views of other philosophers, past or present. 
Without a degree of historical awareness and readiness to learn from 
the past, the philosophic enterprise, so conceived, could not fruitfully 
be carried out. To philosophize is, at least in part, to reflect on the 
models and methods that one has inherited from the past, to test them 
for their continued adequacy, to adjust them whenever possible or to 
replace them if necessary. If the discipline is to remain in good order, 
they might conclude, past philosophical works, whether canonical or 
not, must be interpreted from within their context and in terms of the 
issues that they were written to address. 


! Micomachean Ethics, Y 7, 1097a30-b5. 
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Denis O’Brien, the honorand of the present two volumes, accepts 
neither of these two conceptions of the history of philosophy, as 
minimally summarised above. He holds his subject to constitute a separate 
and autonomous discipline, whose relationship to philosophy has to be 
carefully delineated. We have been fortunate in persuading him to spell 
out his views on the matter for the first time, in an essay which will be 
published separately in a companion volume. His methodological credo, 
which bears the mark of his characteristic vigour and is informed by 
forty-five years at the forefront of historical debates, constitutes a fitting 
companion to the present two volumes. 

From the manner in which historians of philosophy conceive their 
relation to philosophy stem their methodological decisions. Are they 
to study past works in the original language, or is it sufficient to do so 
in a translation accredited by those competent to judge its quality? 
How deeply should they delve into the past for the philosophical roots 
of the work or the ideas which they seek to explain? How directly 
relevant, for instance, is Augustine’s doctrine of divine illumination to 
the epistemology of the Meditations? And if the student of Descartes 
ignores the De Trinitate to his peril, can he similarly afford to neglect 
the theory of anamnesis in the Meno? How widely should historians of 
philosophy cast their net for information about the broader context of 
their philosopher’s life and works? If it is undoubtedly significant, from 
a philosophical point of view, that Spinoza was excommunicated in 
1656 from the Synagogue of Portuguese Jews in Amsterdam ‘for wrong 
opinions and behaviour’, does it also matter to philosophers that he 
earned his living by grinding lenses? Must historians focus exclusively 
on the arguments of the philosophers, as set out in their philosophical 
works, or must they also take account of their non-philosophical—or 
less obviously philosophical—writings? To what extent, if at all, does 
Berkeley’s 1744 Letter on Tar- Water, for instance, shed light on any aspect 
of his system? 

The dominance of the analytical school in twentieth-century Anglo- 
American philosophy has had a marked impact on the manner in which 
historians of philosophy who work within its orbit conceive their role. 
Some have adapted their approach and methods to fit in with the a- 
historical (or anti-historical) bias of their professional milieu. Accepting 
the sparse view of the domain of philosophy adopted by those around 
them, they eschew the Jargon of textual exegesis, they mostly ignore the 
cultural and literary context of the past works that they study, and they 
focus exclusively on the formal features of the arguments featured in 
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them. They believe themselves to be doing a favour to their author by 
treating him as ‘an energetic collaborator or antagonist"? They do not 
hesitate to make Parmenides and Heidegger into partners in discussions 
on the nature of being. They take pride in the fact that the students in 
their care should soon forget that Aristotle is an ancient philosopher. 

Anachronism is the price they pay for their treatment of the past. 
Although it is a price that such historians of philosophy appear to be 
willing to pay, there are others who would not be so willing. These other 
historians of philosophy, while endorsing the emphasis that the analytical 
school places on lucidity of exposition and cogency in argument, are 
nevertheless committed to expounding past philosophies in all their 
distinctness. These historians engage in all aspects of textual exegesis. 
They read past philosophical texts in their entirety and in the original. 
They do not abstract past philosophical concepts and notions from their 
historical and cultural contexts. Still less do they attempt to re-formulate 
them in idioms better adapted to the needs and interests of the present. 
They take anachronism to be an error, if not a sin. 

This latter conception of the history of philosophy, which may be seen 
as an outcome of a softening of the analytical movement, has had the 
unintentional but happy consequence of easing the dialogue between 
historians of philosophy working in Britain or the United States and 
their counterparts on the Continent of Europe. The dialogue between 
the two ‘cultures’ has recently been further facilitated by the waning 
of the structuralist, post-structuralist and post-modernist movements, 
which had dominated historical writing on the Continent of Europe in 
the second half of last century. Continental European historians, many 
of whom owed allegiance to these movements, had long been suspicious 
of, if not hostile to, the a-historical stance of the analytical school. The 
fact that the feeling was heartily reciprocated made for infrequent and 
weary contacts between the two traditions. The present rapprochement is 
therefore much to be welcome. 

Of this rapprochement Denis O’Brien has been a rare pioneer. After 
successive research fellowships had run their term, he left Cambridge 
in 1971 to join that most civilized of institutions, the Centre National de 
la Recherche Scientifique in Paris. Before long, he came to feel thoroughly 
at home amongst his new colleagues, whose commitment to meticulous 


? Bennett J., A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1984, p. 1. 


X PREFACE 


textual exegesis had made impervious to the excesses of the post- 
modernist movement in all its guises. Liberated from all teaching duties, 
he soon fulfilled the rich promises contained in the book of his doctoral 
thesis, Empedocles? Cosmic Cycle (1969). Meticulously researched and 
elaborately argued analyses of ancient texts began flowing thick and 
fast from his pen. Forty years later, they are still flowing. Remarkable 
for their methodological ingenuity, they are aimed at reconstructing the 
dynamics of ancient philosophizing. Past views and systems are studied, 
not as if they had stemmed, Athena-like, from their author’s conscious 
reflections, but are patiently reconstructed from evidence gleaned in 
later philosophers who expounded, or used for their own purposes, the 
views of their predecessors. By so working backwards Denis is often able 
to bring to light presuppositions and assumptions of which those who 
laboured under them were mostly unaware. To this endeavour he has 
brought an uncommon philological nimbleness; no one else, it seems, can 
draw so much philosophical mileage from so seemingly inconsequential 
philological points. In 1969, a minute analysis of a few lines in Enneads 6 
and 51 backed his arguments for the coherence of Plotinus’ thinking on 
matter and the origin of evil. Very recently, the presence or absence of a 
single-letter word, in a subordinate clause, led to a series of three tightly 
packed articles on the second part of Plato’s Parmenides? Remarkable, 
too, is the range of Denis’ publications, covering as they do the whole 
span of ancient philosophy, from the Presocratics to Augustine. As the 
extensive bibliography reprinted at the end of each volume testifies, there 
is virtually no ancient school of thought, with the possible exception of 
the Stoics, on which Denis has not shed some light. 

The present two volumes reflect the range and depth of his scholarly 
accomplishments. They also bear witness to the vitality of the study 
of ancient philosophy in Europe and North America by exemplifying 
the different methodologies that go into the discovery of new ways of 
reading and seeing the past. ‘These include the philological skills that 
enable scholars to read texts with rigour as well as the philosophical 
and literary tools that help them to uncover and to contextualize the 


* The first two shorter articles, entitled ‘EINAT copulatif et existentiel dans le Par- 
ménide de Platon (Parm. 137 A 7—B 4) and ‘Un probléme de syntaxe dans le Parménide 
de Platon (Parm. 137 A 7—B 4)’, have been published in Revue des Etudes Grecques 118, 
2005, pp. 229—245, and 119, 2006, pp. 421-435. They will be followed shortly in the 
same periodical by the main piece, ‘L’hypothése de Parménide (Platon, Parménide 137 
A 7-B 4). 
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meanings hidden in texts whose significance had so far been taken for 
granted, misunderstood or overlooked. Lastly, these volumes explore 
aspects of the evolving development of the self as writer and reader, of 
the issues and qualities that favour that development (such as identity, 
self-knowledge and sincerity) and of the ways in which ancient writers 
saw themselves in relation to this world and to the divine, as they 
conceived it. 

The section on the Presocratics sets the tone for the two-volume 
collection as a whole with close examination or reconstruction of key 
texts, in each case providing new insight into well-known fragments, an 
insight that changes our understanding of the larger picture. Francesco 
Fronterotta examines the meanings and usages of noein in Parmenides, 
fragments 3, 6, 8, 4 DK, to decide between three different interpretations: 
noein as purely intellectual knowledge (following Plotinus, Aristotle, and 
Plato), noein as discursive, analytic reasoning (following G.E.L. Owen and 
others), and noein as a form of immediate perception that goes beyond the 
senses (following K. von Fritz). Fronterotta favours the third option as a 
way of getting closer to the pre-Platonic thinker he takes Parmenides to 
have been, rather than the later philosophical and historical construct we 
have come to accept from Plato, Plotinus or Heidegger. This introduces 
one of the major themes of the volumes: whose voice speaks to us in 
and through the text? Is it an original voice—or as close as we can get 
to it—or a medley of different inter-textual voices or simply a version of 
our own reading? And how do we uncover the truth? Marwan Rashed 
and Jean-Claude Picot take up the question of Empedocles’ thought 
directly. Rashed provides a compelling reconstruction of fragment 84 
DK, by means of an insertion from fragment 87, which reveals the 
corresponding structure and cosmological function of the eye in a 
new and coherent way. He then brings the tools of philosophical and 
literary analysis to bear on the reconstructed fragment to show that 
Empedocles is actually allegorizing the theme of Odysseus’ return, 
some 700 years earlier than the commonly supposed first allegorization 
of Odysseus! return by the Neoplatonists. Picot examines a problem 
posed by fragment 115, 3 DK, namely, the possibility that one of the 
Blessed commits murder and is thereby forced to exchange his blessed 
state for a life of exile in the form of a daimon. On the basis of Plutarch’s 
De exilio and a 16th century substitution (by Stephanus) of phono and 
mienà for the sounder and earlier phobôi and min, Picot concludes that 
there is no question of one of the Blessed polluting his limbs with 
murder. Instead, the subject of line 3 is the daimon in exile throughout 
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his diverse incarnations. Whatever the difficulties in identifying the fault 
that triggers the exile, phoboi should be retained. Carl Huffman next 
gives a detailed analysis of the origin and nature of one of the most 
intriguing moments in early Greek cosmology: Philolaus’ decision to 
posit a central fire in the middle of the cosmos, a decision that was to 
have some influence, two thousand years later, on Copernicus’ rejection 
of the geocentric model. Against the background of P. Kingsley’s view 
(1995, chapters 13-14) that this thesis was developed, in part, from a 
passage in Homer, Huffman argues, on the basis of a complex array of 
texts, that Philolaus’ central fire arose out of a unique development of 
themes in the Presocratic tradition. 

The second section of volume I, on Plato, ranges from the Alcibiades I 
[a dialogue whose authenticity has been disputed (by Schleiermacher and 
others) but which was placed first in the order of the later Neoplatonic 
curriculum], and the Meno, through the middle dialogues (Phaedo, 
Symposium, and Phaedrus) and then to the Sophist on the question of non- 
being. How should we read the Platonic dialogues given the complexities 
and diversity of the dramatic voices represented therein? Christopher 
Gill examines the question of self-knowledge in Alcibiades I and argues 
that the notoriously difficult phrase, auto to auto, should be read in a double 
intensive sense as “the itself itself” and not as “the self itself”. It does 
not introduce an implausibly advanced concept of reflexive selfhood 
(as supposed by Foucault and others) nor should it be read in terms 
of the analogy between vision and self-knowledge in 132c-133c, as a 
pre-Neoplatonic conception of self (as by Brunschwig). Instead, Gill 
concludes that the Alcibiades’s exploration of self is a powerful expression 
of “an objective-participant conception”, placed on the cusp between 
two different conceptions of self to be found in the Platonic dialogues. 
One is the conception of a shared search for truth framed in objective 
(rather than inter-subjective) terms and the other is the idea of a virtually 
disembodied mind capable of achieving a truth that is common and not 
private, but at the same time not reached by a shared search. Theodor 
Ebert then takes up the question of how to read a Platonic dialogue, 
and he explicates this question using a seemingly minor point in the 
Meno, Socrates’ definition of figure. Ebert argues that the second of the 
two definitions offered by Socrates is deliberately misleading; he thus 
points to a way of reading the dialogues not as statements or doctrines 
(as some Neoplatonic and modern interpretations of Plato tend to do), 
but as questions. This involves a more problematic but participant 
reading that enters into interpretation by looking into the character, 
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intellectual background, aims and philosophical acumen of the dramatis 
personae, much as the audience of a Greek drama might try to make 
sense of the play as a whole. Rosamond Kent Sprague next gives a 
provocative reading of the Phaedo, according to which the dialogue is 
better interpreted as a hell-fire and damnation sermon rather than a 
collection of arguments for the immortality of the soul. The arguments 
for immortality are all fundamentally non-moral, whereas the separation 
of soul from body is not just ontological, but moral. Plato therefore 
counteracts his metaphysics with his ethics by stressing the need for 
purification in the philosophic life. The moral dimension transforms our 
understanding of the world. From the whole of a dialogue, we move to 
the difficulties of a very small part of a well-known text in Christopher 
Strachan’s skilful deconstruction of Symposium 199 D3-4, where after a 
detailed consideration of the many interpretations and possible variant 
readings of the phrase geloion gar an ei to erotema ei Eros estin eros métros € 
patros, Strachan concludes that the parenthesis contributes nothing to 
the argument except difficulties that have not hitherto been resolved, 
and that “deletion is probably the most robust procedure.” Strachan 
reminds us forcefully of the fragilities of textual transmission, of how 
much we take for granted in commonly accepted versions of any text 
and of the critical engagement required with the whole tradition in 
order to escape the confinement of customary perception. This is itself 
a thoroughly Socratic practice. Jean-François Pradeau next examines 
a puzzling feature of Plato’s thought in a decidedly provocative way, 
namely, the sexual images of arousal, tumescence and the emission 
of seed in the Phaedrus, Symposium, and Timaeus, all of which images, 
Pradeau argues, suggest, partly by means of the link in Plato’s thought 
between arousal and birth (combining the phallus and uterus—images), 
that the philosophical path follows, by indirect route through physical 
erotic resemblance, the actual weakness of a soul bound to sensible 
reality, and yet simultaneously points the way by which the soul can 
attain to the source of erotic desire, namely, intelligible truth. Noboru 
Notomi, by a detailed analysis of a series of key texts in the Sophist, 
charts the importance of Parmenides as a philosophical figure and also 
as a somewhat menacing shadow in five principal dialogues (Symposium, 
Republic, Parmenides, Theaetetus and Sophist) and shows with particular 
reference to Denis O’Brien’s works how the stimulus and yet challenge 
of Parmenides helps to give birth to philosophy and dialectic, in order 
to save the possibility of /ogos—language and reason—that, in Notomi's 
view of Plato, has been threatened by Parmenides’ failure to pursue logos 
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adequately. Kenneth Sayre notes that there are three distinct dialectical 
methods in the middle and late dialogues: the method of hypothesis, first 
proposed in the Meno and developed further in the Phaedo, Republic and 
T heaetetus; the method of collection and division, first proposed in the 
Phaedrus, applied in the Sophist, and revised in the Statesman and Philebus; 
and, finally, the method of dialectic by negation which seems to appear 
full-blown without earlier development in the Parmenides. Does it really 
appear for the first time in the Parmenides? Sayre argues in a careful and 
original way that dialectic by negation is already exemplified, first, in 
the Sophist by the technique of negation underlying the definition of 
“what is not”, where it is more a template for assembling a definition, 
and later in the Statesman by the use of non-dichotomous division to the 
left, where it plays an active role in the final definition of statesmanship 
or “the studied itemization of all things separated from the thing to 
be defined”. In both earlier dialogues the method is cumbersome, 
whereas in the Parmenides it becomes a proper dialectical tool on its own. 
Necessary conditions for a subject are reached by inference from the 
hypothesis that it exists and sufficient conditions by inference from the 
negative hypothesis. Thus, like the other methods of hypothesis and 
division, Parmenides’ dialectic by negation underwent several stages of 
development before emerging as one of Plato’s most powerful dialectical 
tools. 

In the first section of volume II, on Aristotle, some of the themes 
of the earlier sections in volume I, (especially natural development, 
movement, morality, agency, and cosmology) are given new focus. 
Carlo Natali examines the relation between power, potency (dunamis) 
and art/craft (techné) in Aristotle’s admittedly non-systematic treatment 
of this question. Against the background primarily of Gianni Vattimo’s 
view (1961) that art arises out of the possibilities and limitations of 
materials derived from individual cases, history and changing human 
needs, Natali argues for a more complex relationship between dunamis, 
physis and techné according to which the disposition of materials is not 
indefinite in character but begins with the form which acts also as a 
principle of selection of the materials to be used. Correlatively, Aristotle’s 
conception of matter and his use of the metaphysical concepts of 
potency and privation allow him to pose in a coherent manner, unlike 
Presocratic atomism and materialism, the problem of the capacity of 
natural materials to undergo artisanal transformations. Cristina Viano 
takes this one step further. Following out the notion of natural virtue 
as an evolutionary step on the way to transformative moral virtue, she 
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argues that the psychological potentialities of the blood show that the 
most basic forms of sentient matter in the sublunary world are not 
merely building blocks for more complex bodies but already contain 
potentially something of the highest functions characteristic of higher 
organisms, such as the exercise of virtue and intelligence. Does this 
mean that Aristotle’s ethics is a form of materialistic determinism? No, 
for a determinate relation between blood and higher order qualities 
only holds good at birth. The moral character of the fully developed 
individual is built up by practice and self-education throughout a lifetime 
so that while matter determines individual character, form guarantees 
moral autonomy. 

How then does development occur in actual human experience? 
John Cleary traces the path of moral education as developmental stages 
of character formation: akrasia, enkrateia, and areté (respectively knowing 
the right thing but being unable to do it, self-control, and fully realized 
virtue). Although akrasia is a kind of ‘adolescent’ mistaken perception, 
it is blameworthy because one’s own character is the cause of the 
misperception, and this can be changed not by suppression but by moral 
persuasion and habituation. Self-control, by contrast, is a kind of half- 
way house between akrasia and virtue in so far as the self-controlled 
person still experiences conflict between reason and the passions, but 
already tastes the cognitive pleasures of desire and spiritedness ordered 
by reason. With correct practice, the passions are brought into consistent 
harmony with reason as a function of how the fully virtuous person is 
one who has insight into the goal of eudaimonia. So, on Cleary's account, 
the gap between Plato’s Socrates and the rest of us is shown in a new 
Aristotelian light and yet simultaneously bridged. ‘Thomas Buchheim 
then draws the focus both inward—into physical action and passion— 
and outward—into how physical things can be moved by non-physical 
agents—to provide a more comprehensive cosmological view of agency. 
In an analysis of De Generatione et Corruptione (DGC) I, 6-7, Buchheim 
distinguishes two laws: one of mutual or reactive influence and the other 
of unchanging influence. In the latter case, an unmoved principle of 
motion causes an effect through one-sided contact when the movement 
produced is not a passive alteration of the body which receives the 
motion (for example, the doctor's body, though the locus of many bodily 
interactions with the patient, does not suffer the medical activity that 
leads to the healing of that patient). So things that do not have the same 
matter, or that have no matter at all, can act without experiencing any 
reaction, for they have nothing that could become the same with the 
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thing moved. All of this provides a tantalizing background not only to 
DGC I, 6-7, but also to the problems of matter, form, agency, entelechy 
or actuality in Aristotle’s thought as a whole. What is it that is read in 
the text of nature and who reads the course of self-development from 
the psychological potencies of matter to the knowledgeable artisan, the 
phronimos or wise, self-motivating person and, ultimately, to the actuality 
of God’s own self-thinking? 

The final section of the second volume, prior to the epilogue and 
the bibliography of Denis O’Brien, takes us from Plato and Aristotle 
through Plotinus and up to Augustine. Kevin Corrigan focuses upon 
a different organization of the tripartite soul employed in late ancient 
Christian writers that has altogether escaped scholarly attention and 
traces this alternative version back to two texts in Plato (Republic 8 and 
the “bad horse” image in the myth of the Phaedrus) as well as through 
Posidonius, Philo and others to what appears to be Aristotle’s own 
interpretation of these Platonic texts in the Topics. What is striking here 
is how our modern failure to notice hidden but significant features in 
ancient texts often leads to our condemning earlier thinkers as uncritical 
or syncretistic when it is our own perception or misperception that can 
blind us to the more subtle nuances of which earlier readers were already 
aware. Whose voice then speaks in and through the text? ‘The Prologue 
of the Golden Ass or Metamorphoses of Apuleius of Madauros presents a 
notorious crux. The Prologue is narrated, as indeed is the work as a 
whole, in the first person singular. Yet it is difficult to find in the Prologue 
a probable candidate for the possessor of that voice, either in Apuleius, 
the author, or in Lucius, the fictional narrator. Frederic Schroeder 
adopts the view of S.J. Harrison that the voice belongs to the book 
itself. However, he finds that on that hypothesis there is an embarrassing 
lacuna between the voice of the book and the voice of Lucius, at the 
moment when he clearly resumes the narration. Schroeder interprets 
literally the words of Diophanes’ prophecy to argue that, in a book 
where there are many bizarre transformations, the final transformation 
is present from the first: Lucius has been transformed into a book. Thus 
the gap in narrative voice is overcome by the consideration that the 
voice always belongs to Lucius (even if in the Prologue he speaks as one 
who has become a book). The metamorphosis of Lucius into a book 
symbolizes the lack of dialectic in Apuleius! Platonic narrative. That 
transformation 1s a kind of death that reflects Plato's view that the book 
lacks the living give and take of Socratic conversation. The imperfect 
idenüty of Lucius is contrasted with the completeness of identity on the 
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part of the goddess Isis who alone can pronounce without qualification 
the word “I.” This completeness of divine identity has itself Platonic 
roots. Lucius' vision of Isis and his conversion are ironically subverted 
by the symbolic death of Lucius as he is transformed into a book. This 
subversion constitutes a critique of the Second Sophistic on the part 
of one of its practitioners. That movement makes a rhetorical use of 
literary aspects in Plato while ignoring the practice of dialectic. Gary 
Gurtler shows that in Plotinus’ great work on omnipresence, Enneads 
VI 4—5[22-23], two different but complementary viewpoints are worked 
out: the omnipresence of Soul and Intellect (in VI 4) and that of the 
One (in VI 5). Whereas Forms, souls and intellects are present to things 
in some sense externally, the One is “present internally, giving what 
most primordially constitutes the thing as such, not giving as defined 
in this way or that, nor as if from the outside." Gurtler points out that 
many of the ways some moderns tend to see God, as totally other or 
as transcendent in such a way as to have no relation to the universe, 
are rooted in Kantian assumptions that remain the uncritical biases of 
much contemporary thought. Thus, the stmultaneous omnipresence of 
the One to everything goes beyond modern dichotomies of subject and 
object. In addition, Plotinus’ teleology is not anthropomorphic and his 
distinction between the corporeal and the spiritual is neither mystical nor 
mysterious. According to Gurtler, Plotinus is drawing out the rational 
implications of Platonic notions of omnipresence and transcendence, 
and of whole and part. The only mystery is that Modern thought 
somehow lost or misunderstood such notions. 

Central to this final section are two pieces on the freedom of the 
will in Plotinus. Christoph Horn argues that, although Plotinus’ 
groundbreaking work, Ennead VI, 8 (39), could well be considered to 
be (as it has been, for instance, by E. Benz) one of the founders of the 
modern idea of radical freedom in the West, designed to overcome the 
tradition of Greek intellectualism by identifying God’s substance with 
God's will, a more detailed analysis of the different concepts of the One's 
will in VI 8 shows that Plotinus remains firmly rooted in the intellectual 
tradition (a tradition to be found already in Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, 
Plutarch, Alcinous, etc.) of the One as first and absolute cause. He is, 
however, the predecessor of Spinoza’s concept of God as causa sui. Jean- 
Marc Narbonne then provides an original comparison between Plotinus 
VI, 8 (39) 7, 11-15 and Iamblichus, De Mysterus, III, 7-10, in which 
he argues a) that the universal objector introduced by Plotinus in VI, 
8, 17, who argues persuasively that the Good comes to be by chance, 
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is neither Gnostic nor Christian, nor a purely imaginary respondent, 
but a particularly perverse and insidious materialist who in one way or 
another really got to Plotinus, and b) that Iamblichus' insistence that 
God is unbegotten may be taken as a rebuff to Plotinus’ view that the 
One is self-generated. The question at issue here, as in a different way 
in the Aristotle section above, is the nature of human and divine agency 
and how, if the two are different, as they must be, we are to conceive and 
talk about the latter. 

The final three contributions of this section enlarge the focus of 
investigation considerably by crossing over, first, into Arabic and then 
into Christian thought. Pierre Thillet provides a fuller understanding of 
what later ancient texts might have been available to Avicenna, Averroés 
and other Arabic thinkers by using textual evidence in Avicenna and 
elsewhere to show that not only Enneads IV—VI, as is commonly supposed, 
but also Enneads I-III as well as the Vita Plotini itself were familiar to 
Arabic thinkers. Gerard O’Daly and Suzanne Stern-Gillet then turn 
to Augustine, in the first case, to a close reading of the phrase “shining 
frontier of friendship” (duminosus limes amicitiae) in Confessions 2.2.2 and, 
in the second, to the whole history of thought that can be traced to 
Augustine's “invention” of the virtue of sincerity. O’Daly shows how 
the apparently straightforward, yet puzzling, phrase above has to be 
read in the multivalent context of the whole of Confessions 2, where 
each image or motif both problematizes and enriches the meanings 
of “friendship”, “frontier”, and “shining” attraction in the existentially 
indeterminate situation of the right relationship to God and the created 
world. Finally, against Lionel Trilling's claim that the virtue of sincerity 
and the genre of autobiography only came into existence properly in 
the 16th Century, Stern-Gillet argues that the conception of sincerity 
as a moral virtue first emerges in Augustine’s writings. Augustine’s use 
of such concepts as sinceritas and mundatio cordis, which overlap with the 
Greek notion of haplotes (simplicity), are, so she argues, grounded in the 
rationalist epistemology that he began to develop in his Cassiciacum 
period. This epistemology not only underpins Augustine’s treatises 
on lying and the record of his own past self, but also accounts for his 
tortured struggle to reach out to the divine. Thus it is that in Augustine’s 
writings sincerity for the first time became a moral virtue. In Augustine, 
one might say, the identity of being and thought which we glimpsed 
cryptically in Parmenides’ famous fragments (see Francesco Fronterotta 
above) is given daring new form: the individual being that, through the 
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confession of its life, comes to know and gather itself, thereby offers itself 
and the world of its experience back to the Source of its living prayer. 

We have deliberately refrained from imposing a single ‘house style’ 
upon these two volumes. Each contributor has been left free to use the 
stylistic conventions of his or her scholarly culture and to quote Greek 
texts either in the original or in transliteration. 

Although these volumes have not been particularly long in the making, 
they have accumulated a number of debts. First and foremost we should 
like to thank our translators, Christopher Strachan, Hugh Bredin and 
Owen LeBlanc who all have worked long hours, often against the clock, 
and always uncomplainingly. Christopher Strachan generously put his 
rare knowledge of Greek and expertise as an editor of Plato at our 
disposal.* In the midst of pursuing a busy double career, Jean-Claude 
Picot still found the time to come to our assistance whenever we found 
ourselves defeated by our computers. Edward Senior, Barbara Shaw, 
Bertrand Stern-Gillet and Michele Kelly, together with the Graduate 
Institute of the Liberal Arts and the Fox Center for Humamstic Inquiry at Emory 
University, have in their various ways provided much needed support. 
Lastly, Boris van Gool’s sage editorial advice and encouragement have 
been of invaluable help in the latter stages of this project. Let them all 
be thanked most warmly. 


Suzanne Stern-Gillet and Kevin Corrigan 
Manchester and Atlanta April 2007 


* Christopher Strachan would like to record his thanks to Rosalind Strachan whose 
practical assistance and pertinent advice were of inestimable value to him in producing 
the English versions of the contributions submitted in French. 
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I 


ARISTOTLE 


ARISTOTLE’S CONCEPTION OF DUNAMIS AND TECHNE* 


Carlo Natali 
(Universita’ di Venezia) 


When thinking comes to an end by slipping out of 
its element it replaces this loss by procuring a validity 
for itself as techne. (Heidegger)! 


There is a tendency in recent continental philosophy to maintain, fol- 
lowing Heidegger, that the form assumed by philosophy in our own 
time is that of techne. Aristotle was, according to this interpretation, the 
first thinker to fully formulate the concept of techne, so it is surprising 
to find how few studies of this concept in Aristotle are to be found in 
the latter part of the 20th century and up to the present day? 

One of the earliest works to be considered in this period is Karl 
Ulmer's Wahrheit, Kunst und Natur bei Aristoteles (1953).? It was quite 
explicitly indebted to Heidegger, whose Über den humanismus (1947) 
and Holzwege (1950) are often cited. It is a broadly based study which 
is largely summative. In the first part Ulmer discusses the varieties of 
human knowledge, and only in the second part attempts to establish 
"the philosophical character of techne” (p. 127). It is a work which, 
though it contains several useful observations on Aristotle's thought, 
consists for the most part of exposition. 


* Translated from the Italian by Hugh Bredin. 

! Martin Heidegger, Letter on Humanism, p. 197. In an earlier passage Heidegger wrote, 
*We must free ourselves from the technical interpretation of thinking. The beginnings 
of that interpretation reach back to Plato and Aristotle. They take thinking itself to be 
a techne, a process of reflection in service to doing and making” (p. 194). I intend in 
this paper to provide some materials for superseding the condemnation of techne which 
is commonplace in 20th century European thought. I am happy also to dedicate it to 
an original historian such as Denis O'Brien. 

? I have been unable to consult Augusto Ortega's "Aspectos del concépto di techne 
en Aristoteles" (1965). 

3 This is a revised version of a doctoral thesis submitted during the Second World 
War in 1943. 
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A better study of the issue, also German, is Klaus Bartels’s short essay 
Der Begriff Techne bei Aristoteles (1965).* In a few pages Bartels discusses 
and analyses some very interesting questions on the problem of techne, 
particularly on the function of tools or instruments, and on the human 
body considered as an instrument. 

In the sixties and seventies the problem of techne received a great 
deal of attention in Italian scholarship. The cultural context here was 
different from the German one, for Heidegger's philosophy had not yet 
achieved the triumphal penetration which it was to have in Italy in the 
years following the eighües. In Italy, prior to this, it was the social and 
economic aspects of the ancient world that received most attention—a 
focus derived ultimately from Marxism, though a traditionalist Marxism 
in the style of Benjamin Farrington and Rodolfo Mondolfo.? 

The Italian historians of ancient philosophy were devoted to an 
inquiry into theoretical discussions of techne from Plato onwards, in 
particular the 5th and 4th centuries BC.* Giuseppe Cambiano's Platone 
€ le tecniche (1971) was a broad analysis both of the references to techne, 
and of examples of techne, in Plato’s works, showing how the concept 
of techne functioned as a mediator between philosophy and politics. 
Some years earlier, Margherita Isnardi Parente had published an 
article, "Alcuni aspetti della concezione della ‘techne’ nella Metafisica di 
Aristotele” (1962), which was subsequently included in her larger work 
Techne: Momenti del pensiero greco da Platone ad Epicuro (1966). In this study 
Isnardi Parente wanted to produce a comprehensive account of the 
progressive separation in Greek thought between the conceptual spheres 
of techne and episteme. According to Isnardi Parente, this separation had 
developed in Plato’s Academy, reached its apogee in Aristotle, and then 
diminished in the Hellenistic period. She gives a broad reconstruction 
of this academic debate, focusing especially on the question whether 


* This is also derived from a doctoral dissertation: “Das Techne-Modell in der 
Biologie des Aristoteles", Tübingen, 1963, directed by W. Schadelwaldt. 

? At the end of her Preface to Techne. Momenti del pensiero greco da Platone ad Epicuro 
(1966) Margherita Isnardi Parente refers to Mondolfo and Pierre-Maxine Schuhl as 
thinkers who opened the way to studies of techne in Greek culture (p. 6). My reference 
here to Benjamin Farrington is to works such as Head and Hand in Ancient Greece (1947), 
the earlier Science and Politics in the Ancient World (1939), and to Greek Science (1944). Isnardi 
Parente herself refers to Mondolfo’s La comprensione del soggetto umano nell’ antichità classica 
(1958), and to Momenti del pensiero greco e cristiano (1964). The subtitle of her own book 
is influenced by the title of Mondolfo's. 

* Both Cambiano (p. 10) and Isnardi Parente (1966, p. 6) speak of the debate on 
the technical in Greek culture between the 5th and the 4th centuries B.C. 
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there are ideas of artifacts—for this, she holds, is the central question for 
providing a positive account of techne and the production of objects. Her 
exploration of Aristotle’s views, however, leaves some unresolved issues. 
This is because she employs some critical techniques that are outdated: 
a simplified version of Jaeger’s evolutionism, and the use of excessively 
broad categories such as ‘Platonism’ and ‘Empiricism’ which are not 
easily applicable to Aristotle without qualification.’ Thus, it seems to 
Isnardi Parente that Aristotle’s conception of techne is not sufficiently 
coherent and organic, because he never resolves the conflict between 
his Platonism and his strong leaning towards “Empiricism”. But with 
this latter term, in my view, she did not want to allude to anything 
like the British Empiricism of the modern period; at most she refers 
to Aristotle’s attentiveness to the complexity of the real world and his 
use of inductive methods. 

The best Italian study of techne in Aristotle comes from quite a dif 
ferent cultural climate. It is Gianni Vattimo’s Z concetto di fare in Aristotele 
(1961, a work also derived from a graduate thesis). Subsequently, Vattimo 
abandoned Aristotle and became a distinguished scholar of herme- 
neutics, Gadamer and Heidegger, and founder of the “weak thought” 
movement. Unfortunately his book on Aristotle did not receive, when 
it was published, the praise that was its due.? But it was, and still is, the 
best introduction to Aristotle’s conception of techne and of art, and in 
this paper I will draw upon it to a considerable extent. 


II 


Vattimo considers many issues related to the question of techne, which 
he defines as work, not against nature, but beyond nature (pp. 3-8). The 
changes imposed by art upon its material are accidental, he argues, 


? This line of thought is adopted also in Carlo Augusto Viano’s “Recenti studi 
italiani su Aristotele" (1964), in which he conducts a polemic against those studies of 
Aristotle which are based upon theoretical interests but prescind from a reconstruction 
of his Entwicklung. 

* See Viano's observations on pp. 197Æ See also the rather reductive treatment by 
Isnardi Parente (1966), who writes, “Vattimo, in my view, is not preoccupied enough 
with the genetic problem" (p. 108). Vattimo’s book is not listed in Francesco Adorno's 
bibliographical work (1969), nor in the shorter bibliography compiled by Paolo Accattino 
in Rossi and Viano (1993). He is listed, however, in Giovanni Reale (1989) and by Pier 
Luigi Donini in his translation of Ingemar Diiring’s book on Aristotle (1966). 
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relative to any natural changes in the material used by the artisan, but 
never go against what is natural. On the contrary, art at times imitates 
natural processes to achieve such human purposes as the satisfaction 
of needs essential for our survival and our happiness. For instance, the 
cooking of food by boiling or roasting is artificial, but resembles certain 
natural processes (see Meteorologica 380b f£). Art imposes form upon its 
chosen material, a form which pre-exists in the mind of the producer. 
These forms, according to Vattimo, derive both from aisthesis and from 
a detailed knowledge of human needs. They are not given ab aeterno, 
but have their genesis in history (pp. 54—56),? and are deployed in the 
material world on the basis of a process in which we analyse and pro- 
gressively clarify and specify our goals. By means of such an analysis 
a general programme of action, with which a producer embarks upon 
a productive process, translates into action which he can accomplish in 
the here and now. (Thus “I must construct a shelter from the weather” 
is refined into "I will begin to dig foundations for my house"). This 
progressive specification occurs by way of a "dialogue" between an 
external mover and the material to be moved. In fact, the productive 
process involves determining factors deriving from the material, necessi- 
ties deriving from the project, and characteristics which the object must 
have if it is to usefully answer to its human ends (pp. 84-92). Art's 
truth consists in its success [riuscita], that is, in the successful prosecu- 
tion of a dialogue with the material which leads to the existence of the 
desired object in such a way that it fulfils its preconceived objective (pp. 
78,112).'° Success is not guaranteed. In fact, to go “beyond nature" is 
to create the possibility of failure (p. 112)—a failure which ( it seems to 
me) is more frequent in the case of art than it is in the case of natural 
generation. In the case of the natural generation of entities, to fail 1s 
to produce the monstrous, whereas in the case of artificial production 
failure 1s less inclined to produce the strange or unusual (see Physics 
199a 33-199b 7). 

According to Vattimo, the material employed in productive processes 
is characterised by a passive potency whose limits are not definable 


? On this point Vattimo differs from his critics. See Viano pp. 197-98 and Isnardi 
Parenti (1966), p. 147. 

10 On this point Vattimo’s position is more tenable than that of Ulmer, who discussed 
at length the question of truth in techne but prefers to restrict himself to techne as a form 
of reflection (Ueberlegen). This, however, is at most a necessary condition for arriving at 
the truth, not truth itself. And, of course, reflection can also lead to mistakes. 
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a priori. This is because, in his view, such materials are not determined 
by the nature of things but rather by experience (p. 16). Art is grounded 
in a recognition of the possibilities and limits of its materials, but it 
does not proceed on this basis in a systematic fashion; rather, it is a 
recognition derived from individual cases, from history and from chang- 
ing human needs. 

On this last point I have doubts. It seems to me that Aristotle, espe- 
cially in the Metaphysics and the Physics, thought very deeply on the issue 
of matter’s potentiality for techne and its role in the artistic transforma- 
tion. This is why he produced a complex theory of the relationship 
between techne and physis. 


III 


Before considering the passages in the Metaphysics and the Physics that 
are of interest to us, it is as well to sound a note of caution. The pas- 
sages in question are not part of a treatise on techne. They pertain rather 
to a series of ontological enquiries into the nature of the real and the 
nature of the physical. In the course of these discussions, Aristotle 
often cites productive processes as instances of phenomena in which 
certain features of physical entities become particularly clear. Generally 
speaking, we cannot say whether they fit together in a coherent theory 
of physical production, or are just individual examples pertaining to 
separate discourses. Only a close examination of the texts can reveal 
whether Aristotle’s illustrative instances are consistent with one another, 
and useful in disclosing some unnoticed aspect of the Aristotelian con- 
ception of art and of artifactual production. 

We start with a very well known instance. In Metaphysics Book ‘Theta, 
1048a 32-33, where Aristotle is explaining what he means by potency, 
he writes, 


We say that a statue of Hermes is potentially present in a block of 
wood...because it can be separated from it (tr. W.D. Ross) 


(Aéyouev õè Svvéer otov év tô ELAM ‘Epufiv...dt1 dqarperBetv cv). 


But in what sense can we say that it is the Hermes that is in potency ina 
certain piece of wood—~rather than, say, a spoon, or a window, or a log 
to burn in the fireplace? And if all of these are in potency in the piece 
of wood, does the concept of potency not lose its determinacy? 
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I could argue as follows. ‘The human spermatozoon is in potency to a 
human being, not to a horse. ‘The seed of a pear will not give birth to an 
ear of corn. Seed and spermatozoon are points of departure, potencies 
and privations, for natural generation, whose outcome is predetermined, 
except in the case of failures and monstrosities. But the material used in 
artificial production seems to admit a much greater range of outcomes. 
According to Vattimo, the indefinite number of possibilities in wood, 
or stone, derives from the fact that they relate to accidental changes, 
and not to the essence of wood or the essence of stone. 

With this I cannot fully agree. The sphere of the accidental is certainly 
indefinite, and we are able to conceive of proper and improper uses of 
materials. For instance, we can fill a mattress with straw or, as in the 
story of the three little pigs, use it to build a house. But a straw house 
is no defence against the big bad wolf, whereas straw provides a rather 
primitive but moderately comfortable mattress. ‘Thus, materials lend 
themselves to some uses, but in other cases are quite unsuitable. Both 
of these uses—filling a mattress and building a house—are accidental 
in respect of the natural uses of straw, such as keeping planted seeds 
warm in winter or as food for herbivores. We can therefore make a 
further distinction, between a proper accidental and an improper accidental 
use of straw. 

This distinction is in fact made by Aristotle himself: 


Art in one sense is the proper use of one’s property (say of a shoe or a 
coat), in the other an accidental mode of using it—not the use of a shoe 
for a weight, but, say, the selling of it or letting it out for money; for here 
too the shoe is being used. (tr. J. Solomon) 


fi uàv yàp kað’ abdtd ypo tod kthuatóç otw, otov onoófjuococ À 
iwation, f| 68 katà ovpBeByKdc uév, où pévtor OUTS be &v et tig TABLA 
APNOAITO TH droôtuart, GAA’ otov rono xoi ñ LicBwcic. ypt yàp 
droônuatt <h onóónpo. (Eudemian Ethics, 1231b 39-1232a 4)"! 


Here Aristotle distinguishes two uses of shoes as shoes: one in which 
shoes are used in the normal manner (in getting dressed) or an accidental 
use which still uses shoes as shoes (selling your shoes); and a second use 
which 1s wholly accidental (when used as a weight). In the same way, we 
can distinguish (1) a proper function of straw, (2) an improper func- 


! Here I add rj dréônua to line 1232a 3. See Pier Luigi Donini’s translation of the 
Eudemian Ethics, p. 213 for an analysis of this passage. For a comparison with a seemingly 
parallel passage in Politics 1257a 5-14 see my “Aristote et la chrématistique” (1990). 
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tion which is none the less suited to the material, and (3) an improper 
function for which straw is wholly unsuited. 

These distinctions are possible only in the context of Aristotelian 
physics, in which he distinguishes various kinds of changes: those with 
finality and those without; artificial changes and natural changes. It 
would be quite different in the context of a materialistic physics such as 
that of the Presocratics. The Presocratics, according to Aristotle, held 
that all substance is matter, and the various forms impressed on matter 
are merely passing and temporary (ruthmoi), and regularly decompose 
into matter’s originary state. In this sort of materialism, there is no dif 
ference between natural and artificial entities. Both, whether a rose or 
a wooden ladle, are just natural forms of a base material. As Aristotle 
says in Physics 2: 


Some people think that the nature and reality of a thing which is due to 
nature is the primary constituent present in it, <something> unformed in 
itself. Thus in a bed it would be the wood, in a statue the bronze. It is an 
indication of this, says Antipho, that if you bury a bed, and the decom- 
position gets the ability to send up a shoot, what comes up will not be a 
bed but wood: this seems to show that the disposition of parts customary 
for beds and the artistry belong only by virtue of concurrence, and that 
the reality is that which persists uninterruptedly while being affected in 
these ways... Those who fix on some such element or elements [fire, 
earth, air and water] represent it or them as the entire reality, and say 
that other things are merely affections, states, or dispositions; and these 
elements are all held to be imperishable in that they do not change out 
of themselves, whilst other things come to be and pass away as often as 
you please. (tr. W. Charlton) 


Soket 8' f| qóc1c kai f| odota tv doe Óvtov Eviotg eivat tò TPATOV 
évorépyov excoto àppóOputotov kað’ żavtó, otov KAivNg qoot tò E0Aov, 
avdpidvtos ©’ 6 xo óc. onuetov 6é qnoi Avtiupóv öt, et tig KaTOPDEELE 
xAitvnv Kai AGBor Üdvauiv m onnedov DOTE GVETVOL BAaotov, oùk &v 
yevéoðon xAivnv GAAG Gbhov, os TÒ pèv KOTO ovpBeBnKoc i bndpxov, thy 
Kate vóuov talec Kai thv téxvnv, tiv © obotav oùoav éxeivny tj koi 
Siopéver tata káoyovoo ovvexiac.. -ő YEP ttc AdTOYV néhoÿe TO1OÜTOV, 
eite êv eite TAEtw, toto koi TOUTE now eivat thv &raocav ovoiav, 
tà 6& GA návta náðn tovtov Kai EEeic Kai OvOÉosic, Kai tovtov Lev 
óttoOv Gidiov (où yàp civarı uevooATv atols ¿ë ad 16v), tà © AAA 
yiveo0o1 kai oBeipecBor &neipákis. (Physics 193a 9-17, 23-28) 


The words “other things are merely affections, states, or dispositions” 
indicate the impossibility of distinguishing, on the physical level, between 
proper and improper changes in things, between the natural and the 
artificial, and between changes per se and those that are accidents. This 
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is why Aristotle believes that Presocratic physics is impoverished when 
compared with his own. These distinctions are rooted in the idea of 
substance as form, without which they are unintelligible. It is the concept 
of form that is excluded in the Presocratic perspective. 

This is Aristotle’s criticism also in Metaphysics Lambda: 


Even if a thing exists by virtue of a potentiality, this is not a potentiality 
for anything and everything; different things come from different things. 
It is not good enough to say that “all things were together”; for if they 
had not differed in their matter, only one, and not an infinite number 
of things, would have evolved. Reason [according to Anaxagoras] is 
one; so that if matter is likewise uniform, that must have come to be in 
actuality which the matter was potentially. Thus there are three causes 
or principles—first a pair of contraries, viz. (a) definition or form, (b) 
privations; and then (c) matter. (tr. W.D. Ross) 


ei On TL ÉOTL SvvapeEr, GAA Ono Od TOD TLXdVTOG GAN’ Étepov ¿č Etépov 
000’ tkavóv Ott óo návta ypńuata, Siagéper yàp tH VAN, émet Sie ti 
nerpa éyeveto GAA’ ody ev. 6 yàp vos Etc, Wot’ ei ko N VAN uia, éketvo 
éyéveto évepyeig oU à VAN Åv Sovéeper. tpta Sh tà oti Kai Tpet oi 
àpxar, 600 uèv f] évavtiooic, À tò èv Adyos Kal etóoc tò SE otépnoic, 
tò OË tpitov à VAN. (Metaphysics 1069b 28-34) 


For Aristotle, nature is subdivided into various kinds of matter, of 
potency, and of privation. From these there derive various kinds of 
processes, distinguished from one another by their form. 

Aristotle studies the “becoming” of the productive process in various 
works. Here I will look at certain passages in Physics 2, where he speaks 
of the causes of becoming. Then I will look at parts of Metaphysics Zeta 
7—9, which, according to most Aristotle scholars, is a parenthesis within 
Book Zeta. Here the question of the material of artificial entities is 
debated in terms of form and privation, as it is also in Book Lambda. 
In fact, we find in Lambda 3 a summary of this part of Zeta." Next I 
will look at some passages in Metaphysics Eta, a book which is a sort of 
appendix to Zeta, in that it explores more deeply certain of its concepts, 
in terms of energeia.'* Finally I will look at some passages in Metaphys- 
ics ‘Theta, in which the productive process as a whole in considered 


? For an accurate study of the relation between Zeta 7-9 and the rest of the Book, 
see Myles Burnyeat (2001), pp. 29-36. According to Burnyeat, the insertion of these 
chapters in the original structure of Zeta can be attributed to Aristotle himself. 

'S This is noted also in Giovanni Reale’s translation of the Metaphysics (1995), I, 
pp. 174-75. 


ARISTOTLE’S CONCEPTION OF DUNAMIS AND TECHNE 11 


in terms of potency and act. Because of the considerable number of 
passages, I will be brief, indicating the main questions and leaving to 
another occasion the task of a more detailed study. 

Aristotle knows that there isn’t a rigid relation between the form of 
an artificial entity and the material of which it is made, that 


in the case of things which are found to occur in materials differing in 
species, as for instance a circle may exist in bronze or stone or wood. (tr. 


D. Bostock, modified) 


(Sou èv ov awetar émytyvoueva. ég’ &épov TO Elder, otov KdKAOG év 
YAAK Kai AtOw Kai Evo.) (Metaphysics 1036a 31-32) 


And he also attempts an analysis of this indeterminacy of the relations 
between form and material: 


It is possible for different things to come from the same matter if the 
cause which effects the change is different; thus both a box and a bed 
may come from wood. (Nevertheless in some cases different things must 
have different matter. Thus a saw cannot be made from wood, and this 
does not depend on the effecting cause; one just cannot make a saw from 
wood, or from wool). But if it is possible to make the same thing from 
different matter, it is clear that the skill and the effecting principle must 
be the same. For if both it and the matter were different, the product 
would be different too. (tr. D. Bostock) 


évôéyetor 08 uic thc LANs Etepa yiyvecBar Sià thv Kivodoav aitiay, 
otov ék EbAov Kai KiBwtds Kai KAivn. viov 6' Etépa | LAN && &váyrne 
&xépov Svtwv, otov mpiov ook &v yévorto ék G0Aov, odd’ Ext TH kwobon 
aitia to010, où yàp noros npiova ¿Ẹ Eptov Ñ EvAov. ei Ó' pa tò adtO 
évdéxetar && GAANS DANS rotfoot, ShAov Sti À téxvy kai À &pyn m oc 
KWODGE T| DTH, ei yàp xoi M VAN tépa xoà TO KIVODV, xoi TO YEYOVds. 
(Metaphysics 1044a 25-32) 


Here the identity of a material product is traced back to its form—a 
form which, in so far as it is a form in the mind of the producer, is 
also the first cause of any changes to the material.'* 

This creates some difficulties for Aristotle’s analysis of becoming 
in terms of form and privation, found in Zeta 7—9. It is here that he 


14 See Physics, 195b 23-24, and Metaphysics 1032a 32-1032b 1 and 1032b 13-14. 
There is some difference in emphasis between, on the one hand, the commentaries 
of Reale, p. 420 and Bostock, p. 273 on this point, and, on the other, Ross, II, p. 234 
and Burnyeat (1984), p. 33. The latter tend to stress the importance of the producer 
as efficient cause. 
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discussed the so-called ‘principle of synonymy’: everything is generated 
from something that has the same form as itself. This is said to be 
true both of natural generation (a man is generated by a man) and 
of artificial generation (as in the art of building, where the form of a 
house generates a house).'° 

Because of the three principles of becoming—matter, form, priva- 
tion—Aristotle tends to hold that, even in the case of artificial produc- 
tion, a particular entity such as “this disordered bit of matter” (ata&ta 
towaði) is a privation, the privation of bricks (Metaphysics 1070b 28-29). 
The principle of privation is fundamental to the thesis that Aristotle 
wants to establish in Zeta 7-9, that is to the principle of synonymy. 


For in fact opposites have in a way the same form, since the substance 
of a privation is the opposite substance. Thus health is the substance of 
disease, since disease is the absence of health, and health is the definition 
in the soul and the knowledge of it. (tr. D. Bostock, modified) 


Koi yàp TOV évavriov tpónov twü TO AdTO Eid0c, tG yàp OTEPGEWG 
ovota À obocia T] AVTUKELLÉVN, otov dyteta vócov, exetvng yàp &novota 
fj vooos, n è byte ó év TH yox Aóyog koi ù émiotnun. (Metaphysics, 
1032b 3-6) 


However, this schema of form and privation is easier to accept in 
the case of natural generation. It’s quite clear that an apple seed is a 
privation of an apple tree, but the situation is less clear in the case of 
artificial privations. If we abstract from a particular productive process, 
it is hard to see what privation is involved in the particular material 
being used. Aristotle recognises this also in Book Zeta: 


A thing comes both from its privation and from its substratum, which 
we call its matter...nevertheless it is said to come rather from its priva- 
tion. We say that a healthy man came to be healthy from being sick, 
rather than from being a man...On the other hand, where the privation 
is nameless and obscure, as for instance the privation of any shape in 
bronze, or of a house in bricks and timber, the thing appears to come 
from these materials as in the previous case the healthy came from the 
sick...If we considered the question closely, we would not say without 
qualification that a statue comes into being from wood, or a house from 
bricks, since what a thing comes into being from should change, and not 
remain. (Tr. D. Bostock, modified) 


15 See Book Lambda, 1070a 14-15. 
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yiyveton èx tiG otepnóeogG koi TOD ùnoksiuévov 6 A£youev thv UANV, 
GA hov uévtor A€éyetar yiyveoOar &x ts otephoesag, otov EK KALLVOVTOG 
oywic, À £& &vOpanov, 610 kéuvov èv 6 dy où Aégyetar,...dv 8 f 
otépnoig KONAOS koi EVOVULOS, otov Ev yak oxńuaTtToç óroiwnvobv À 
év TAivOor1g xoi úo Oikiac, ék tovtov Ooxet yiyvecOar oc &xet èx 
xópvovtoc...&&v tig &mAénm oqóópo, ODK Gv &xAGc Etnol, 51a TO DEV 
uetoóAXovtoc yiyvecBar && ob, GAA’ oùyx oxouévovtog. (Metaphysics, 
1033a 9-22) 


In reality, Aristotle says, the statue doesn’t come from bronze, but from 
the privation of the statue's figure which is in the bronze.'® But it is 
impossible to determine which privation applies to this particular bit of 
bronze, since it could become a statue, a sword, a necklace, or whatever. 
The material cannot be identical with the privation, since the privation 
is what is changed, not what remains. It is the material that remains in 
the transformations brought about in production (1033a 21—23).'” In 
the case of materials, privation is not easily determined. However, no 
material has the capacity to become every kind of artifact. 

Aristotle is here explaining, in terms of privation, something which 
he then explains more clearly, in Books Eta and Theta, in terms of 
potency: the material used in artificial products has a broad capacity to 
assume variable forms depending on the art exercised by the producer. 
But this disposition of materials is not indefinite in character. Aristotle 
often insists that some materials are suitable for certain functions, but 
not suitable for others. The selection of a material, he says in the Phys- 
ics, begins with the form, which is also a principle of selection of the 
materials to be used. This is the most important principle in Aristotle’s 
theory of technical production: 


Similarly with anything else in which the final cause is present: without 
things which have a necessary nature it could not be, but it is not due to 
these, except as its material, it is for something. Thus why is a saw like 
this? To realise so-and-so and for the sake of so-and-so. It is impossible, 
however, that this thing which the saw is for should come to be, unless 
the saw itself is made of iron. It is necessary, then, that it should be made 


16 See Reale, p. 351. 

17 Here I am following Ross II, p. 181, Burnyeat (1984), p. 61 and Bostock, p. 128, 
as against Bonitz, p. 325, Calvo Martinez, p. 303 and Reale (1995, p. 353). The latter 
connect metaballontos in lines 20-21 with Aule (understood), and believe that it is the 
material that changes. Frede and Patzig, pp. 278-280 connect the two interpretations: 
generation begins from privation, which does not remain, whereas the matter does 
remain. But in fact the matter also undergoes a change: this 1s why a statue is called 
‘wooden’ and not ‘wood’. 
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of iron, if there is to be a saw, and its work is to be done... Suppose the 
work of sawing is defined as a certain sort of division: that will not be, 
unless the saw has teeth of a certain sort, and there will not be teeth like 
that, if it is not made of iron. (tr. W. Charlton, modified) 


Opoiws 68 kai év totg GAAOIG THOLW Ev OOO1G TO Evek toù ÉOTLV, OÙK 
Gvev Lev TOV åvaykaiav ÉXOVTOV TV Odo, OÙ HLÉVTOL ye OL torba, 
CAA Tj Ws LANV, GAN’ EveK& tov. otov OL TL ó TPLOV TOLODOL. OMS TOÔL 
Koi évekKa tovO(. ToÛTO uévtoi TÒ oU Evexa GSdvatov yevÉoO ot, öv uñ 
ovdnpots À avayKn pa oi6npoóv eivor, ei Tptmv gotat koi TO Épyov 
QAVTIOD...Oploapéva yàp TÒ Épyov tod nptew Ott SratpEeois to1adt, abt 
©’ oùk gota, ei ui] eer dd6vtac torovedt, OÙTOL 5’ oU, ei UN oLrdnpods. 
(Physics, 200a 7-13 and 200b 5-7). 


There is a necessity that derives from the material (86 &vé&yknc, 1044a 
27), and the variety of objects that can be made out of a given material 
is not infinite. The carpenter sees in iron a privation of a saw, because 
it’s necessary for a saw to have iron teeth. A saw of wool or wood, 
Aristotle says, cannot perform its function. 


A saw cannot be made from wood (tr. D. Bostock) (xptov oùk &v yévoito 
èx údov) (Metaphysics, 1044a 28 


And if the efficient cause tries to produce a saw, it fails 


...and this does not depend on the effecting cause; one just cannot make 
a saw from wood, or from wool. (tr. D. Bostock) 


(où yàp noros npiova && éptov Ñ EbAov) (Metaphysics, 1044a 29) 


There are certain intrinsic qualities in materials which select the variety 
of products that can be made from them, and place limits upon the 
productive capacities of producers. Here we are clearly dealing with 
proximate matter rather than ultimate matter? As Aristotle says in 
Metaphysics Zeta, certain objects in their very definition call for one 
material rather than another.” 


It is therefore useless to reduce everything to form in this way, and to 
eliminate the matter. For some things presumably are one thing in another, 
or certain things in a certain state. (tr. D. Bostock) 


18 See Ross, IL, p. 234. 

19 This passage conflicts with what is established elsewhere in Zeta 11: that the 
essence of an object, natural or artificial, is form alone, with no reference to matter. 
For a discussion of this problem, see Ross, IL, p. 201, Burnyeat (1984), pp. 88-89 
and Frede and Patzig, p. 362. Reale, p. 372 says that “the answer is not given in a 
consistent manner". 
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Koi TO TAVITA &vé&yew OÙTO koi GMarpEtv thv VANV TEptepyov, Evia yàp 
{ows 160’ v tð’ Eotiv, Ñ 01 to Exovta. (Metaphysics, 1036b 22-24) 


If we put this in terms of potentiality rather than privation, we can say 
that certain materials can undergo certain transformative processes of 
varying types. For instance, fats are both compressible and combustible, 
and can therefore be worked upon in different ways (1046a 24-26). And 
through this working a given material can become serviceable for human 
needs. The two characteristics—the passive potency to undergo or not 
undergo certain transformations, and the active potency to assist in the 
achieving of certain goals—are not unrelated. We see this in Aristotle’s 
‘definition’ of the concept of potency in Theta 3. 


(Def) And a thing is capable of doing something if there is nothing 
impossible in its having the actuality of that of which it is said to have 
the capacity. (tr. W.D. Ross) 


uv x \ ^ TSA e r S Ch e/ , s ` 
(got. è Svvatov toto @ àv onópOn "] évépyewx o0 Aéyetor Éyew thv 


t 


Sivan o002v Zotar &dbvatov) (Metaphysics, 1047a 24—26). 


Some critics have claimed that the definition is circular: that Aristotle 
defines the possible in terms of the impossible, and vice versa.*° A more 
charitable interpretation places stress on the future verb esta, which 
appears to refer us in particular to the consequences of attributing a 
certain potency to a certain entity. Understood in this sense, the defini- 
tion would mean, “We consider something possible if its consequence 
is not impossible”—or, alternatively that the possible cannot have an 
impossible consequence, however remote the consequence may be.”! 

This interpretation adapts very well to the issue in question. We can 
now say that a certain material will have the possibility of being trans- 
formed into a certain artificial product provided that the consequences 
of the transformation are not impossible. Aristotle seems to say this 
himself in Book Theta: 


The criteria of whatever changes, as a result of thought, and from poten- 
tial to actual existence, are that (1) it has been willed, (2) nothing external 


2° Bonitz, p. 387, following Brentano, attempts to reduce the notion of impossibil- 


ity here to that of simple logical contradiction. Reale, p. 440 does not accept this. 
He concedes that the definition is circular, but finds it inevitable that it should be so, 
because here we are dealing with first principles, which can be understood only in 
terms of one another. 

2! The first of these two formulations is from Ross, II, p. 245, the second from 
Burnyeat (1984), p. 67. 
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hinders it, and (3) nothing internal hinders it: a patient recovers when 
nothing in him hinders recovery. So (3°) there is nothing in matter —mat- 
ter that is potentially a house—that prevents it becoming a house: (3”) if 
there is nothing to be added, taken away or changed, then this part of 
matter is potentially a house. It is the same in all other cases where the 
source of a thing's becoming is external to it. (tr. W.D. Ross, modified) 


Ópog 88 tod uèv ånò Ojxvotag évteAexeio. yryvouévov ek TOD Óvvápei 
óv1oc, Stav PovAnVEévtos yiyvntar unBevdc KwADOVTOS t&v £xtóc, £xet ð’ 
év tô ovvaGopévo, Stav unÂèv kún x&v £v adt®. Guoiws 68 Gvvópa 
Kai oikia ei unÂèv KoAdEL TOV év TOOTH xoà TH LAN x09 yiyvecBar oixiav, 
odd’ gotw 6 bet mpooyevécOan À dnoyevéoBar À uetaPareiv, todto Svvéper 
oikia. Kai éxi TOV GAAMV boadtoc, cov čéwlev À &pxh ths yev£ogog. 
(Metaphysics 1049a 5-12) 


What interests us here is criterion number 3 (“nothing internal hin- 
ders it”) and in particular its clarification in 3’ (there is nothing in 
matter...that prevents it becoming a house”). Here, it seems to me, 
Aristotle is referring to the incapacity of certain materials for certain 
products. This incapacity can be interpreted in the sense of the ‘defini- 
tion’ of potency cited a moment ago: certain materials can’t become 
a house or a saw because, if they were to be used for such ends, some 
type of impossibility would ensue. In the case of an artificial object, 
the impossibility would consist in the impossibility of achieving the end 
in view, which we can identity with the object's form. 

In short, certain artificial forms cannot be realised in certain materials 
because the materials are unsuitable for the desired end. ‘Form’ here 
refers not just to external appearance—if it did, we could indeed have 
saws made out of wool or wood. The ‘form’ of a saw can be identified 
with its function, the action of cutting, so that it must have a degree of 
hardness. If it weren’t hard, there would be impossible consequences, 
such as a saw of wool cutting copper. Therefore, in accordance with the 
earlier definition of potency there cannot be a saw made of wool.” 

It follows that from the characteristics typical of a material considered 
in its inanimate homoeomerous state, a producer can judge whether a 
certain material is capable of being transformed into a certain object (is 
this disorderly pile of stuff the makings of a house?). The actual state 
of material is less important. If wood is to be transformed into a bed, 
we do not consider wood as in a tree, with qualities such as life and a 


? Here the term “impossible” corresponds to the term adunaton in Metaphysics 1919b 
35-1020a 4. Something is called adunaton (“impotent”), if it lacks the capacity to change 
something else, or to change itself considered as patient. 
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capacity for regeneration. If a block of stone is to be transformed into 
a statue, we do not consider the position in which the stone has been 
found, nor its weight. We consider rather certain ‘physical’ properties 
of the homogeneous stuff of which bed and statue are constituted: 
a certain hardness and malleability, a certain opulence, a resistance 
to the elements, and so on.? Furthermore, in some passages in the 
Metaphysics Aristotle seems to refer to the fact that, in order to produce 
certain products, it is necessary to revert to elementary constituents of 
the materials such as water and earth. To obtain wine from vinegar 
the vinegar must first revert to water; to obtain life from a corpse the 
corpse must revert to earth. 


All things that change into one another in this way must revert to their 
matter. For instance, if an animal comes from a corpse, the corpse first 
reverts to its matter and from there becomes an animal, and vinegar first 
turns to water and from there becomes wine. (tr. D. Bostock) 


doa 0i] oVtTw LETaBGAAEL cic GAANAG, eig thv bAnv Set ÉnaveABetv, otov 
ei êk vexpod Gov, eig thv bAnv xp&tov, £10 ooo Cov, Kai tò dEo¢ eic 
500p, c10’ obtos oivoc. (Metaphysics 1045a 3-6). 


Thus, the potentialities of a thing to serve as material for the production 
of something depend upon its qualities at the most elementary level, as 
a mixture of the basic elements: air, water, fire and earth. 

If we wish to find an analysis of the ontological features of matter, 
those that allow certain entities to be in potency to certain useful objects, 
we must turn to Aristotle’s writings on physics, and in particular to his 
treatise nowadays called Meteorology, Book 4, in which he distinguishes 
various qualities of homoeomerous bodies. He writes that “those other 
qualities, more specifically, which are defined as ‘passives’ 


(&AXoig oiketotépotg nóOeci, doa TH néoyxetv Aéyovta) (Meteorology 
385a 4-6) 


determine the nature of matter in the sense that interests us here. In 
fact these qualities are the basis on which a homogeneous body either 
can or cannot undergo certain transformations. 


° In a certain manner these differences in materials belong to the form, as Aristotle 
says in Book Eta 1062b 15-25. But here we are interested in them as material proper- 
ties—given that matter and form are related concepts. For our purposes here, the most 
relevant differences are those that Aristotle calls pathe ton aistheton in the Metaphysics: hard- 
ness and softness, density and tenuity, dryness and humidity, etc. See 1062b 21-23 
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Let us begin by enumerating these qualities expressing the aptitude or 
inaptitude of a thing to be affected in a certain way. They are as follows: 
to be apt or inapt to solidify, melt, be softened by heat, be softened by 
water, bend, break, be fragmented, impressed, moulded, squeezed; to be 
tractile or non-tractile, malleable or non-malleable, to be fissile or non- 
fissile, apt or inapt to be cut; to be viscous or friable, compressible or 
incompressible, combustible or incombustible; to be apt or inapt to give 
off fumes. These affections differentiate most bodies from one another. 


(tr. E.W. Webster) 


einopev 62 npótov tov &piluóv otv, oo KATH O0vouuv xod &ðvvauiav 
Aéyetar. got è THE, THKTOV Qnnktov, THKTOV G&TNKTOV, HAAAKTOV 
CUGAAKTOV, TEYKTOV ÜTEYKTOV, KAUTTÒV ĞKAUTTOV, KATAKTOV OKETOKTOV, 
Bpavotov &Apavotov, BAactdv &BAaotov, rAaotdv ürAaotov, TIEOTOV 
ànieotov, EAKTOV GVEAKTOV, EAATOV GVAQTOV, oxiotóv Goytotov, TUNTÒV 
&tuntov, yAtoxpov wabupdv, mANntOvV &niAntov, kavotdv KKADOTOV, 
Ovuatòv dBvutatov. tà Lev ovv TAETOTA oxeóóv TOV C@LATHOV TODTOIC 
Siapéeper toto ré&eow. (Meteorology 385a 10-18). 


In reading the concluding book of the Meteorology, an artisan will come 
to know which materials can be solidified, smelted, melted by heat, 
softened and bent, which are brittle and which aren’t, which can be 
imprinted or used for modelling, or compressed, beaten thin, made into 
filaments, which can be split lengthwise, which cut, dissolved, flattened, 
which can be burned or vaporised and which cannot. 

These particularities in Meteorology 4 make concrete certain general 
ideas found in the Metaphysics. For the ontologist, they help to explain 
the basic differences which themselves explain which materials have a 
given potentiality and a given privation. They also assist the artisan in 
his exploration of the materials suitable for his work. ‘This was remarked 
upon by a 16th century commentator, who observed that the Meteorology 
was of assistance “both in natural philosophy and in medicine”: 


Whatever its place and whatever its position, it is, as we have remarked, 
exceedingly famous and far and away the most useful of books. The 
knowledge of things that it contains is inexhaustible, useful not only for 
knowledge of the coming-into-being and passing-away of all natural 
things and of their transformations, but no less for the many arts that 
are necessary for human life, such as the art of building, of working in 
metals, of smelting metals, and first and foremost as regards the art of 
medicine.”* 


** “Quicumque tandem sit eius locus et ordus, praeclarum (ut diximus) admodum 


est et longe utilissimus, infinitamque rerum in se habet cognitionem, non ad omnium 
tantum rerum naturae ortus et interitus, mutationemque omniam agnoscendam utilem, 
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Aristotle’s conception of matter, and his use of the metaphysical con- 
cepts of privation and potency, allowed him to pose, for the first time 
and in a complete and coherent manner, the problem of the capacity 
of natural materials to undergo artisanal transformations. ‘This did not 
seem to be possible for Presocratic atomism and materialism, which 
did not recognise any material difference between natural and artificial 
formations. Aristotle noted that each material can serve for the produc- 
tion of a certain range of objects, which are present in it potentially. 
In this context, we can distinguish an appropriate from a mistaken 
use of such a potentiality. Wool can be used to make a cloak, but not 
a saw. But wool is not the only material that can be used to make a 
cloak, and a cloak is not the only thing that can be made of wool. The 
range of “passive qualities” (Meteorologica 4) characteristic of homoeo- 
merous bodies is indefinite, but not infinite. So too with the range of 
products these qualities allow to exist, a range—again, indefinite but 
not infinite—determined by the functions of products in the life of 
man. I mean that from material X we can make a wide, never fully 
investigated range of artificial objects (A, B, C...N), and an artificial 
object Y can be made from a wide, never fully investigated range of 
materials (A, B’, C’...N’). But neither the possibilities in the case of 
X nor the possibilities in the case of Y are infinite. 

The materials suitable for the production of particular objects are 
discovered, as Vattimo says, by chance and in history. But as Aristotle 
says, this very discovery can be explained in ontological terms, within 
the compass of a complex and subtle purview of the varieties of mate- 
rials in the natural world.” 


verum etiam ad artes multas vitae humanae necessarias, ut aedificatioriam, fabriliam, 
fusoriam sed cum primis ad medicinam.’, so wrote Franciscus Vicomercati, IV, p. 3. 
Vicomercati lived most of his life in France, and was a teacher of Latin and Greek in 
Paris. He was a philologist who had no practical experience of the productive arts. On 
Vimercati see Craig Martin pp. 16-17. I am indebted to Cristina Viano for referring 
me to this passage. 

2 This paper was read in March 2003 at a seminar in the University of Paris, 
organized by Annick Jaulin, Pierre-Marie Morel and David Léfevre, and also at a 
seminar in the University of Edinburgh, organized by Theodore Scaltsas. I would 
like to thank warmly the organisers and the participants in both these seminars for 
many useful suggestions. Finally, I would like to thank Hugh Bredin for translating 
my paper into English. 
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ARISTOTLE AND THE STARTING POINT OF MORAL* 
DEVELOPMENT: THE NOTION OF NATURAL VIRTUE! 


Cristina Viano 


(CNRS, Paris) 


1. ‘Natural Virtue’ 


In EN VI, 13, Aristotle shows how practical wisdom (opóvnotc) and 
moral virtue (pet) must necessarily work together to bring about vir- 
tuous action: the first works out the means and the second supplies the 
end. Aristotle distinguishes practical wisdom from cleverness (Oewótng), 
which is a power just as capable of producing results consistent with a 
given aim, except that the aim in question need not be noble but may 
equally well be perverted. In this context Aristotle compares the rela- 
tionship between cleverness and practical wisdom with the relationship 
between natural virtue (Qucixi] &peth) and virtue in the fullest sense 
[of the word] (x10): 


The case of virtue, in fact, is akin to that of practical wisdom in its rela- 
tionship to cleverness. Though the two are not identical, there is at any 
rate a similarity between them, and natural virtue is related in the same 
sort of way to virtue in the strict sense. Indeed everybody thinks that each 
type of character belongs to its possessor in some sense by nature (oboet 
moc)—for from the very moment of our birth we are just or inclined to 
self-control or brave and so on. But yet we seek something else, namely 
the good in the strict sense (tò xvpíog &ya86v)—we want such qualities 
to belong to us in another way. For both children and animals possess 
natural dispositions (pvotkai £&Geic), but, without the accompaniment of 
reason, these dispositions appear to us as harmful. This much, at any rate, 


* Translated from the French by Christopher Strachan. 

! This study re-examines and develops certain aspects of research published in 
Portuguese and in Italian: “O que é a virtude natural? (EN. VI, 13)" in M. Zingano 
(ed.), Actes du Colloque international “A Ethica Nicomachea de Aristóteles," (Univ. de 
Sâo Paulo (USP), 6-9/5/2003), Analytica, (Universidade federal do Rio de Janeiro, 
UFRJ), 8 (2004), pp. 115-133 and “Virtù naturale e costituzione fisiologica. L'etica 
aristotelica è un determinismo materialista?” in C. Natali e S. Maso (edd.), La catena 
delle cause, Determinismo e antidetermimsmo nel pensiero antico e in quello contemporaneo, Amster- 


dam 2005, pp. 131-144. 
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is evidently there for anyone to see: just as it happens that some power- 
ful creature deprived of sight may fall heavily when it moves because it 
cannot see, so it is with the dispositions of which we are speaking On 
the other hand, once reason is acquired, a fundamental change occurs 
in the realm of moral action and the disposition that up to this point 
only resembled reason, becomes reason in the strict sense. Therefore, just 
as in the part of us that forms opinions there are two distinct qualities, 
cleverness and practical wisdom, so too in the moral part of the soul there 
are two types of virtue, natural virtue and virtue in the strict sense, and 
of these two virtues, virtue in the strict sense does not occur unless it is 
accompanied by practical wisdom. [E.N VI, 13, 1144b1-17] 


In this very condensed passage we have the most important reference 
to the notion of natural virtue in the entire Aristotelian corpus. This 
notion, in common with many others which quite specifically concern 
powers of the soul, never constitutes in Aristotle the object either of an 
analysis or a specific definition, but it appears frequently in the Ethics and 
plays a fundamental part in the make-up of the moral individual. 

Here natural virtue presents two basic characteristics: it is insufficient 
to bring about moral action properly so called and it 1s innate. In effect 
it appears on the one hand as something resembling virtue without 
however being identified with it—a sort of diminished, incomplete virtue 
posited not as an alternative to it but rather as a component of virtue 
in the fullest sense. On the other hand it is natural and a constituent 
element of individuals, determining their particular moral character 
(Aoc) from birth. Natural virtue is a disposition (€&1¢) of the soul of 
the highest order. Animals and children, who are irrational beings and 
therefore non-moral, have for their part natural dispositions (pvoOKai 
é€etc). Indeed, if Aristotle speaks of natural virtues in animals, he does 
it by means of comparison.? 

I should now like to examine the notion of natural virtue in Aris- 
totle, seeking in particular answers to the following three generically 
distinct questions: 


a) What form precisely does the relationship between natural virtue 
and virtue in its fullest sense take? And, more particularly, what role 
does it play in the Aristotelian theory of the unity of the virtues 
and their mutual involvement? 


2 Cf the well-known passage on “traces of psychological states" ((yvn tOv xepi tv 
wuxfiv tpónov) in animals in Hist. anim. VIII, I, 588a 19-25. Aristotle compares them 
to the traces and seeds (xvn koi oxépuarto) of future character in children. 
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b) What does ‘natural’ mean? 

c) How far should natural virtue be seen as a determining factor in 
the development of the moral individual? In other words: Are Aris- 
totelian ethics determinist? 


2. Natural virtues and ethical virtues 


Natural virtue, an innate and constituent element, is not virtue in the 
fullest sense. If that were the case, Aristotelian ethics would be a form 
of ethical naturalism. Aristotelian ethics is not naturalistic because then 
it would provide a prescription for being what we are already, which 
it does not.’ The relationship between nature and virtue is well set out 
in EN. II, 1, 1103a 23: 


So then, it is neither by nature, nor contrarily to nature (odte...qbvoer 
ovte mapa qoc) that the virtues are born in us, but nature has given 
us the capacity to receive them, and this capacity becomes established 
by habit. 


G. Vattimo in an excellent though unjustly neglected monograph 
Il concetto del fare in Aristotele, Torino, 1961, provides the following 
commentary: 


While virtue does not necessarily itself derive from nature, nature has, 
as it were, an aptitude as well as a requirement for it. Nature consists of 
our various faculties (those that are basically concerned in the exercise of 
the ethical and intellectual virtues) and virtue represents the most correct 
use of them. (...) The definition of Virtue is the only one that Aristotle 
leaves outside the categories of the Kat @vov (or pÜoet) and Tapa qoot, 
which, as we have seen, must be identified in a certain sense with the 
categories of substance and of accident. This is because man is the only 
being capable of acquiring virtue, the only one, that is, who, can, in a 
way, of his own will take on a second nature. But the correct and full use 
of one’s faculties is precisely what virtue will turn out to be. From that 


* As G. Aubry at the beginning of a recent article, ‘Abvaptg et 'Evépyeiw dans 
l'éthique aristotélienne: l'éthique du démonique’ in L’Excellence de la vie. Sur Y. Ethique à 
Nicomaque et l'Ethique à Eudéme d' Aristote, G. Romeyer Dherbey and G. Aubry (edd.), 
Paris, 2002, pp. 75-94, here p. 76, has well pointed out, Aristotle's Ethics on the con- 
trary is an ethics of transcendence where virtue in the strict sense is not a constituent 
power (60vojuc) but an acquired disposition (£&c). Indeed G. Aubry wonders whether, 
if virtue Kvptws were natural, viz. a tendency towards the good fully developed in all 
human beings, ethics would be no more than an ontological tautology—a redundancy 
in Aristotle’s economy of thought. 


26 CRISTINA VIANO 


follows the association of virtue with happiness, the latter consequent 
upon (but not chronologically succeeding) the former (pp. 60-61). 


I should like now to examine the occurrences of “natural virtue” in 
the Ethics, with a view to outlining its principal characteristics and the 
connections which hold good between it and virtue in the strict sense. 
In EN, VI, 18, 1144b 32-1145a 2, characterising the good man in 
the fullest sense, who cannot be so without @pdvnotc, nor ppôviuos 
without moral virtue, Aristotle says that the natural virtues may exist 
separately while this is not the case with ethical virtues: 


But moreover, it would be possible in this way to refute a dialectical 
argument designed to establish that the virtues can exist separately from 
each other with the claim that the same man is not naturally the most 
accomplished in the exercise of all of them, so that while he may have 
acquired one, he may not have acquired another. This is quite clearly 
possible as far as the natural virtues are concerned; by contrast however, 
when it comes to the virtues that entitle us to the name of ‘good man’ 
in the full sense of the term (&rAGg å&yaðóç), this is something impos- 
sible, for the acquisition of practical wisdom, which is a single virtue, will 
automatically be accompanied by the bestowal of all the others. 


In EN, VII, 9, 1151a 15-20, we read that natural virtue is able to 
furnish a correct perception of the final cause in the same way as 
acquired virtue. 


Indeed virtue and vice respectively preserve and destroy the principle 
and, in the practical sphere it is the final cause that is the principle, like 
hypotheses in mathematics; hence no more in the subjects with which we 
are dealing here than in mathematics, is reasoning capable of instruct- 
ing us in principles, but rather it is a virtue either natural (quot), or 
acquired by habit (£01611)), that causes us to have a correct opinion about 
the principle. It follows that the man corresponding to this description 
is a temperate man (cógpov), and his opposite an intemperate man 
(&óXo.ox0c). 


In £E., III, 7, 1234a 27, speaking of character-traits whether praise- 
worthy or otherwise, which are not properly speaking virtues, but rather 
either excesses or failings or mean conditions in existing psychological 
states, Aristotle says: 


Because they are natural, they contribute (ovuuB&AAetat) to the natural 
virtues, for in a sense each virtue, as will be said later on,* exists in a 


* This probably refers to the passage we looked at first, EN, VI, 18, 1144b 1-17 
(of Décarie and Donini, ad loc.). 
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natural way and in another way (£k&otr tros àpec kai pooer xod KAAS), 
where it is accompanied by wisdom. 


It will be noticed that the qualification nog (‘in a sense’) seems to sug- 
gest that the correspondence between natural virtues and virtues in the 
fullest sense 1s neither total nor uniform. Could there be ethical virtues 
that have no corresponding natural virtue? 

To resume our analysis: in Magna Moralia I, 34, 1198a 2, natural 
virtue is described as something that is susceptible of being added to 
reason and cooperating with it (ovvepyet) and so becoming perfect 
virtue (téA eta Gpetn): 


But the same virtuous acts also exist by habit and choice (koi £0e Kai 
mpoaipéoet). In reality, it is the virtues that accompany reason that are 
the virtues in the absolute sense of the term because they are accorded 
praise. So this natural virtue unallied with reason is, in as much as it 1s 
separated from reason without importance and denied praise, but when it 
is joined with reason and prior choice, it produces a perfect virtue (téA ero 
apeth). This is why it assists reason (ovvepyet tô Aóyo) and at the same 
time why it is impossible without reason for this natural impulse (pvouh 
Opn) to be an impulse that leads to virtue. 


In Magna moralia II, 3 1199b 36, once again natural virtue is assessed 
in the context of the choice between two just but incompatible actions. 
Defined as an impulse in which reason plays no part, it is manifestly 
inadequate to the task of making such a choice: 


Once again a problem arises: when, for example, it is not possible both 
to do what is courageous and to do what is right at the same time, what 
course ought one to follow? In reality in the case of natural virtues, as 
we have said, it is enough for there to be an impulse towards the good 
without the support of reason (tijv ópumnv uóvov [ôeîv] thy xpôc tò kañòv 
drape ver Aóyov). But if someone is offered a choice, it is in the rea- 
son that the choice is made and in the rational part of the soul—so that 
concurrently with the act of choosing the perfect virtue which we said 
was accompanied by practical wisdom will also be present along with the 
support of the natural impulse (rfjg @votKiis ópufic) towards the good. 


The following points in particular emerge from this succinct analysis 
of the occurrences of the notion of ‘natural virtue’ in the Ethics: (a) 
natural virtue, for the same reasons as virtue in the strict sense can 
give a correct perception of the end in view, for it may be defined as a 


? Even if the view is accepted that the Magna Moralia is a work that postdates Aris- 
totle’s, it is worthy of consideration as a further development of Aristotle’s Ethics. 
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tendency, an impulse (6puñ) towards the KaAdv without the support of 
reason. (b) It can quite properly maintain a collaborative relationship 
(ovvepyet) with reason. (c) But it is by itself insufficient to bring about 
a moral action. In general, it may be said that an action stemming 
from natural virtue may, from the outside, appear exactly the same as 
a moral action, but, properly speaking, from the moral point of view 
it 1s incomplete since it has not been brought about by its agent with 
the support of opóvnoic, and thus as the consequence of a deliberate 
choice. Moreover, without the support of qpóvnoic, natural virtue turns 
out to be very limited; for example, it is unfitted to exercise a choice 
between two equally moral actions in cases where this is necessary. (d) 
Natural virtues are bestowed independently and function independently 
of each other, while virtues in the strict sense are all mutually implicit. 
(e) Lastly, ‘in a way’ (rcc) for each moral virtue there appears to be a 
corresponding natural virtue. The word tog however is inserted here 
perhaps to show that the correspondence between moral virtues and 
natural virtues is not to be taken as an exact one. 

A further point: the relationship between natural virtue and virtue 
in the strict sense may be understood as one not merely of correspon- 
dence and collaboration but also of evolution and continuity. Thus in 
the epóviutog who has attained perfect virtue, separate and independent 
natural virtues will be replaced by a superior virtue which encompasses 


them and binds them together, as EN VI, 13, 1144b 32ff. 


3. Alexander and the mixture (uí&wg) model 


But how does this come about? How are we to understand the rela- 
tionship between natural virtues, virtues properly so called and virtue 
as a whole? This question touches on the fundamental problem of the 
unity of the virtues and their mutual implication in Aristotle, a problem 
which has much exercised commentators, both ancient and modern.? 


® For modern discussions, see: TH. Irwin, ‘Disunity in the Aristotelian virtues’, in 
J. Annas and R.H. Grimm (edd.), Oxford Studies in Ancient Philsophy, suppl. vol. I, 
1988, pp. 61-78; R. Kraut, ‘Comments on “Disunity in the Aristotelian virtues” by 
TH. Irwin, Ibid., pp. 79-86; E. Telfer, “The unity of the moral virtues in Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 90 (1989-1990), pp. 35-48; P. 
Gottlieb, ‘Aristotle on dividing the soul and uniting the virtues’, Phronesis 39 (1994), 
pp. 275-290; E. Halper, “The unity of the virtues in Aristotle’, Oxford Studies in Ancient 
Philosophy 17 (1999), pp. 115-143. 
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Among ancient commentators Alexander of Aphrodisias provides a 
particularly detailed analysis of this question.’ One of the solutions 
that he offers seems to me particularly interesting. In Ethical Problems, 8 
and 28,* Alexander asks whether the relationship between virtue and 
the particular virtues should be conceived as one of genus and species 
or as one of whole and parts. In particular, in Prob 28, developing the 
second alternative, Alexander arrives at a conception of the totality of 
virtue as a whole made up of uniform parts: 


For, as in the case of bodies that are the products of mixture from certain 
different things, what has been mixed becomes uniform in every way, so it 
happens also in the case of dispositions and virtues. For the virtues differ 
from each other by the fact that this one of them is concerned with these 
particular things, another with others, as we see in the case of the natural 
virtues. For in the completion (év tf teAeimoet), that comes about in the 
mixture of each of them with the others, these produce a whole which is 
uniform (tò r&v ouotouepÈc rotodoiwv). Accordingly it seems that activity 
is with each one of them [individually], when it is concerned with the 
things with which the being of incomplete and natural courage, say, is 
concerned. But [a man] does not act with this [particular virtue] alone 
in respect of those [actions] of which virtue 1s reasonably predicated in a 
single sense on account of such a mixture of things which are similar to 
one another; and these indeed we call virtue in the proper sense. (Probl. 
eth. 28, 157, 25-158, 1, transl. R. Sharples)? 


Here Alexander explains the relationship between the natural virtues 
and complete virtue in terms of mixture (ut€tc) and completion (£v «fi 
teAeimoet): the incomplete natural virtues are specifically differentiated 
one from another according to their objects. They cease to be partial vir- 
tues and become complete through their mixture with one another. The 
result is that each virtue while remaining specific to its own particular 
action (eg courage to a courageous action) involves all the others. The 
attraction of this solution is that it allows the simultaneous preservation 
both of the uniform totality of perfect virtue and the specificity of the 
particular virtues, which are likewise totalities. As Sharples observes,'° 


7 On this subject see R. Sharples, “The unity of the virtues in Aristotle, in Alex- 
ander of Aphrodisias and the Byzantine commentators’, in Etica e Politica IT, 2 (2000), 
http://www.univ.trieste.it/dipfilo/etica_e _politica/2000_2/index.html. 

* Alexander of Aphrodisias, Ethical Problems, transl. by R. Sharples, London 1990, 
pp.33-34 and 74-76. 

? For textual problems and the interpretation of this passage, see Sharples, Alexander 
of Aphrodisias, Ethical Problems, p. 76, n. 267. 

10 Cf Sharples, “The unity of virtues’, par. 8. 
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it would be possible to go further and interpret the second part of this 
passage (‘Accordingly it seems...") as meaning that each particular action 
does not only require the activation of its particular virtue but also of 
all the other virtues simultaneously. The idea that the specialised virtues 
work together through their actual simultaneous presence helps us to 
understand the situation envisaged in Magna Moralia II, 3, 1199b 36 in 
which there is a choice between two equally moral but incompatible 
actions. Indeed, only if several virtues were simultaneously present 
could this situation be evaluated correctly. 

In any case, apart from the difficulty of deciding whether Alexander’s 
interpretation implies that the other virtues are present actually or 
potentially at the time of a particular moral action, it seems to me that 
comparison with the piét¢ can throw light on two important aspects 
of the theory of the totality of virtue. In the first place it shows that 
the final result is something more than the simple addition of the 
constituents. In fact, in Aristotle the result of the mixture (virtue as a 
whole and the particular virtues) is always a tpitov tu, different from 
the mere sum of the constituents and endowed with characteristics of 
its own. Secondly, it shows that the constituents are nonetheless neces- 
sary and a factor in generating the result, thus that the natural virtues 
participate, in some way, in virtue as a whole as well as in the ethical 
virtues, properly so called. 


4. The paradigmatic example of natural virtue: the courage of the Ovuôc 


In Aristotle, the paradigmatic example of natural virtue is the courage 
dictated by impulsive desire, the Bouc. 

We know that courage is a proper balance in respect of the emotions 
of fear and self-confidence, but above all fear in the face of danger, 
primarily fear of death, and especially death on the field of battle. ‘The 
aim of courageous action in the strict sense is the KaAdv, nobility of 
conduct for its own sake.!! 

Among forms of courage, in the scale of similarity the one most 
like courage in the strict sense is that inspired by the @vudc. First of 


! On the koAóv and the Ovpóg cf J.M. Cooper, ‘Reason, moral virtue, and moral 
value’, in Rationality in Greek Thought, edd. M. Frede and G. Striker, Oxford, 1996, pp. 
81-114, here pp. 102# 
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all, Aristotle brings in the, principally Homeric, ÉvôoËov that identifies 
impulsiveness with courage: 


Impulsiveness (Bvu6g) is also placed in the same category as courage. In 
fact those who, through impulsiveness, behave like wild beasts hurling 
themselves at the hunter who has wounded them, are regarded as cou- 
rageous, because brave people are also impulsive—for nothing launches 
people into dangers like an impulsive spirit; hence such expressions in 
Homer as: 

‘he put strength into his fighting spirit (Ovuéc) 

and: 

‘he aroused their wrath and fighting spirit’ 

and again: 

‘bitter wrath filled his nostrils’ 

and finally: 

‘his blood boiled’. 
All these phrases seem to express the awakening of impetuosity and 
impulsiveness. This is how courageous men act out of regard for nobility, 
and impetuosity lends them its assistance (6 è vus ovvepyet adtotc) 
[...]. But the form of courage dictated by impetuosity seems the most 
natural (pvotc@tétn) of all, and with the addition of deliberate choice 
and purpose, it becomes courage in the strict sense. So then, when they 
are angry men suffer pain and experience pleasure when they exact 
vengeance. But those who fight for reasons like that are full of lust for 
battle, but are not courageous, for their actions are motivated neither by 
the good nor the dictates of reason, but by the effects of passion (rà 
xóBog); however they possess something very like true courage. (E.N. III, 
11, 1116b 23-1117a 9) 


The factors that distinguish an action dictated by courage from a cou- 
rageous action dictated by the Qvudc are the motivating cause and the 
purpose. Those who act impulsively do so under the influence of an 
irrational desire and so in a state of non-self-mastery, generally with 
the aim of vengeance, while the courageous act under the complete 
control of reason and with the good (tò xoAóv) as their aim. In any case, 
Aristotle says, the @vudc¢ can collaborate (ovvepyeiv) in truly courageous 
actions (E.N. III, 11, 1116b23) and ‘the form of courage inspired by 
impetuosity’ seems, in his view, ‘the most natural (pvoiwxotätn) of all.’ 
(1117a4). 

Aristotle frequently characterises Óvpóg and its manifestations as 
‘natural’, first and foremost anger, the paradigmatic case. For example, 
the non-mastery (àxpooíao) of the Bvu6s is considered as less shame- 
ful than the non-mastery of sensual desire, in that the first is a more 
‘natural’ desire while the second always tends towards excess (E.N. 
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VII, 7, 1149b 6). And again in saying that ‘gentleness of character’ 
is not really the appropriate term to designate ‘the mean in reference 
to anger’ (ueoótng nepi opydc, E.N. IV, 5, 1125b 26), since this term 
tends rather towards the deficiency (of 1125b 28: npóg thv éAAeuyty), 
Aristotle lays emphasis on the ‘natural’ character of anger: ‘the desire 
for vengeance is a more natural human feeling’ (avOpmnikdtepov yàp 
TO tutopeicOau 1126a 30). 

Furthermore, though it belongs to the irrational sphere of desire, the 
Ovuóç enjoys a special relationship with the rational principle. Indeed, 
in contrast to irrational sensual desire that pays no attention at all to 
the voice of reason and makes straight for what is pleasurable, and 
in contrast to rational desire (BobANots) which, on the other hand, 
obeys reason implicitly, the @vud¢ occupies an intermediate position: 
even when not completely mastered it obeys reason in a way, but in a 
precipitate, incomplete way, ‘in the manner of servants in too much of 
a hurry who rush off without listening to the whole of the orders they 
are being given, and then fail to carry out their instructions properly’ 
(EN. VII, 7, 1149a 26). 

Thus, as the Ovu6ç is eminently natural and in constant contact with 
reason, it appears to be the faculty in the soul most disposed towards 
virtue. 

On the other hand ém@vuia does not seem to me to be susceptible 
of possessing excellence in the same way. Self-control (cwppoodvn) of 
course, as we saw in the opening passage, is also a natural virtue. It 
must consist in the possession by nature of moderate desire, consistent 
with health, in regard to sensual pleasures (sex, drink, food) which we 
have in common with irrational animals—just what Aristotle describes 
as natural desire (c£ E.N. IV, 15, 1119b 5-16). AkoAaoto, on the other 
hand, is said by Aristotle to be a natural vice, often typical of still 
irrational children, and tending by its very nature to grow stronger and 
drive out reason if it is not curbed by the reason of the child's tutor. 
The vice of àxoAaocta consists in the unnatural pursuit of sensual 
pleasure, unnatural because it tends to excess, which is inappropriate 
or which is obnoxious or injurious to health. The Ovuóc, however, is 
considered more natural because it does not tend to excess and ceases as 
soon as it has been satisfied, for example anger ceases once vengeance 
has been exacted. 

If indeed coopocóvn is a natural virtue, viz. a moderate natural 
desire, it is not so in the same sense as courage—and this might explain 
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Aristotle’s reluctance to establish an exact correspondence between 
natural virtues and virtues in the strict sense. 


5. What is ‘natural’? Chemistry, physiology and psychology 


Let us return to the adjective ‘natural’. In our initial passage we saw 
that natural virtue is what gives individuals the personal characteris- 
tics with which each is born. ‘Natural’ is then, here, synonymous with 
‘constitutive, ‘innate’, or ‘intrinsic’. But where does what is constitutive 
and innate in an individual come from? 

In his biological works, Aristotle makes the character and cognitive 
faculties of animals (including human beings) depend on their physi- 
ological characteristics and notably the constitution of their blood. In 
particular, in the opening chapters (2-4) of Book II of the Parts of 
Animals, Aristotle analyses the various qualities of the blood of ani- 
mals and establishes a link with their character? and their perceptive 
capacity. This link is very close since blood is the ‘matter’ (0Àm) of the 
whole body: 


But the nature of the blood is responsible for numerous differences in the 
temperament (Katé& tò Aoc) of animals and in their perceptive capacity 
(kat& thv aic8now), as we would expect: in fact the blood is the mat- 
ter of the entire body," since food is matter and blood is the final form 
that food takes on (f| &oxótn 1poqn). It thus makes a great difference 
whether it is hot or cold, thin or thick, turbid or clear. (De part. anim. IL, 
4, 651a 12) 


? These virtues belong to animals by analogy. The natural courage of a man is not 
the same as what we call courage in a wild boar, cf J.-L. Labarrière, ‘De la phronésis 
animale’, in Biologie, logique et métaphysique chez Aristote, D. Devereux et P. Pellegrin (edd.), 
Paris 1990, pp. 406—428. 

'S On the blood as matter par excellence, something that persists and is the seat of the 
functional potentialities of an organism, see C.A. Freeland, ‘Aristotle on bodies, matter 
and potentiality’, in A. Gotthelf and J.C. Lennox (edd.), Philosophical Issues in Aristotle's 
Biology, Cambridge 1987, pp. 392-407. The author observes that, compared to the 
constructive model of a bronze statue, the blood alone corresponds to the requirements 
of matter for (material cause) and matter of (persisting matter) a biological organism. An 
embryo on the other hand does not possess these characteristics because it does not 
persist in the individual. 

^ CF De part. anim. IIL, 5, 668a 26, where blood is defined as body and flesh poten- 
tially (6vvéue). 
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Differences in the blood and the psychological characteristics corre- 
sponding to them are described in detail in De part. anim. IL, 2-4. 
In II, 2, 647b 29-648a 11, we read: 


The specific differences that distinguish these parts'® from one another 
are there for the sake of the good (tod BeAtiovoc Évexev); the differ- 
ences between one sort of blood and another are a case in point: one is 
thinner (Aentotepov) while another is thicker (naybtepov); one is clearer 
(kaðapórtepov) while another is more turbid (BoAepóxepov); in the same 
way, one is colder, another hotter. These differences are to be found 
not only in the parts of the same animal [...] but also as between one 
animal and another. Among animals in general some have blood while 
others have, instead of blood, another fluid that resembles 1t. Warmer 
blood imparts more strength, while thinner, colder blood imparts greater 
powers of perception and intelligence (aio8ntiKdtepov xoà voepmtepov). 
The same difference is to be found in the fluids that take the place of 
blood. This is why bees and other animals of this type are endowed 
with more intelligence than many animals that have blood in them, and 
among the latter those whose blood is cold and thin are more intelligent 
than those whose blood has the opposite qualities. But still it is best to 
have blood that is hot, thin and clear (0epuóv...Aentóv... koOopóv): for 
animals so endowed are well found at once in courage (&vópetov) and 
in intelligence (opóvno). 


Chapter 4, which 1s devoted to the psychological effects due to the 
presence or absence of fibres in the blood’? provides what is needed 
to complete the picture: 


Those animals that have a superabundance of thick fibres in their blood 
are earthier in nature and impetuous in temperament and easily roused 
because of their Óvnóc. Impetuosity produces heat (Oepuótntog yàp 
xotmtixóv 6 Ovpuóc), and solid bodies when heated radiate more heat than 
liquids; and the fibres are solid and earthy so that they become as it were 
burning embers in the blood causing it to boil during fits of anger (Céoiw 
Todo £v xoig Üvpotc). This is why bulls and boars are impetuous and 
easily roused, for their blood is exceedingly rich in fibres, and that of 


5 He is referring to homogeneous parts of the body such as blood or bones. 

16 In the case of animals that have blood in them, the absence of fibres in the 
blood is not to be taken in an absolute sense, just as we are not to think of blood as a 
mixture exclusively of earth and water. In fact, since all the elements are involved in 
the mixtures that constitute homogeneous bodies (cf De gen. et corr IL, 8, 334b 30ff) it 
must be understood simply that blood contains a larger quantity of earth and water 
than of fire and air. In the same way, we must take it that blood ‘without fibres’ (which 
is to say the earth component) contains a large amount of water and a very small 
proportion of earth. 
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the bull in particular is the quickest of all to coagulate. (De part. anim. I, 
4, 650b 33-65 la 5) 


Aristotle makes clear that animals that have blood without fibres (and 
which therefore does not coagulate), like red deer and roe deer, have 
more acute senses and subtler intelligence, not because of the coldness 
but because of the thinness and clarity of their blood or fluid equiva- 
lents. However, animals with blood that is too watery are also fearful, 
for fear has a chilling effect on the water and paralyses them. 

From De part. anim. II, 2-4, then, we may construct a schematic 
summary of the correspondences between the qualities of the blood 
and the psychological characteristics of the animals with blood in them 
mentioned by Aristotle. 


Blood quality: hot/thick/turbid  hot/thin/clear cold/thin/clear 
Predominant elements: earth (fibres) earth/water water 
Psychological aggressiveness courage timidity 
characteristics: stupidity" intelligence!? intelligence 

keen perception" keen perception 
Example animals boar, bull human being red deer, roe deer 


It will be noticed in this table that excellence of blood determines 
courage and practical wisdom (ppovnois), and that there is no trace 
of moderation in sensual appetites (cwppoodvn). What we have is 
aio@noic, denoting keen and accurate perception. One might suppose 
that heightened perception would promote sensuality and thus the 
appetite for tactile pleasures, but here excellence of perception seems 
to be considered from an intellectual point of view. That would tend 
to confirm the hypothesis that natural excellence is essentially bound 
up with the Bvu6ç and the intelligence. In the table physiological and 
psychological differences are identified in regard to different types of 
animal. Among animal species human beings have the best blood: 
the thinnest and the purest (cf Hist. anim. III, 19, 521a 1). In De gen. 
anim. II, 6, 744a 30, Aristotle says that man is the most intelligent 
(ppovuudtratov) of animals and that intelligence (61&voi) is the sign 


U Cf Hist. anim. I, 1, 488b 14: ‘hot-blooded, stubborn and stupid’ (Bvnbôn, évotatiKe 
xoi &uaði). 

18 opóvnoic, dtévoro, vónoic. for the meaning of these terms as applied to animals, 
see J.-L. Labarriére, op. cit. 

19 aïoðnog 
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of excellent mixture in the blood (edkpacia). But there are also, within 
the human species, differences in the composition of bodily parts that 
determine psychological and moral differences. For example in the De 
anima, II, 9, 421a 20, we read: 


In the other senses man is inferior to many animals, but in the sense of 
touch he far surpasses them all in acuity (Sta@epdvtms &xpifot); that is 
why he is also the most intelligent (ppoviubtatov) of animals. A clear 
indication of this is that within the human race it is through the effective- 
ness of this sense-organ and no other that individuals are distinguished 
from one another as well or ill endowed with intelligence (eveveis xoi 
àqvetc). People with hard flesh are poorly equipped intellectually (äpveîs 
Tijv õivorav) and those with soft flesh are well equipped (ed@veic).”° 


The characteristics of blood (thin/thick; clear/turbid; hot/cold) and of 
flesh (hard/soft) derive from the ‘physical states’ of matter (solid, dry/ 
moist, liquid, hot/cold). In fact blood, bodily matter par excellence, and 
the flesh that comes from it, are, like all homogeneous bodies, animate 
and inanimate, the result of a mixture (ut&tg or better k«p&otg as we are 
speaking of a liquid), and in particular a mixture of earth and water. 
In Meteorologica IV, in the course of the discussion of the phenomena 
of solidification and melting in homoeomerous bodies, the coagulation 
of blood is cited to illustrate the effect of the action of thickening and 
drying brought about by chilling on mixtures of earth and water. The 
fibres in the blood are, to be exact, the earthy, solid constituent of the 


mixture (ai yàp ivéc eiot yñs Kai otepedv), while their absence causes 
the blood to be fluid (7, 384a 25-33). 


2 Cf also Pol. VII, 7, 1327b 18-38, where Aristotle examines the natural character- 
istics, essentially of the courage and intelligence of the populations inhabiting different 
geographical locations: ‘Let us now speak of what ought to be the natural character 
of the citizens. It is more or less possible to arrive at a view on this by looking at the 
famous cities of Greece and at the whole of the inhabited world, divided up as it 1s 
among different racial groups. The nations situated in cold regions, and in particular the 
European nations are full of courage, but somewhat lacking in intelligence and techni- 
cal skill; that 1s why, though they live in the main as free peoples, they are incapable 
of organising themselves politically and unable to exercise rule over their neighbours. 
On the other hand the Asiatic nations are intelligent and technically innovative but 
they possess no courage whatever, and that is why they live in perpetual subjection and 
slavery. But the Greek race, occupying as it does an intermediate geographic position 
shares in the characteristics of both groups, for it is courageous and intelligent. [...] 
When compared with one another, the Greek nations also display the same diversity. 
In some only one of these qualities is present, while in others there is a blend of them 
both. It is clear therefore that those who are going to be fit for the lawgiver to guide 
towards virtue must be both intelligent and spirited (QvpoetSetc) in nature.’ The fol- 
lowing passage describes the spirited nature (Üupogió£c) of the guardians. 
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Aristotle says of the fear characteristic of animals whose blood is too 
watery: “Therefore those animals whose heart contains this blend are 
predisposed to this emotion (rpowôorointat oùv tQ née tà tout 
ëxovta thv v TH ko. poi. KPaotv)’ (De part. anim. 650b 28f.) This general 
principle, which may be widened to include other cases, establishes a 
direct link between the blend of elements that constitute the blood 
and psychological conditions in terms of passive potentialities. ‘Thus, 
states of physical matter explain the natural dispositions and so also 
the ‘natural virtue’ of certain animals. In this way we can distinguish 
a series of building blocks beginning with the ‘chemistry’ of Meteor 
IV that provides the premises for the biology that in its turn provides 
the premises for the psychology that then goes on to underpin ethics 
and science. 

If, then, the link between the physiological, or indeed biochemical 
and material constitution of individuals and their moral and intellectual 
characteristics 1s such a close one, must we conclude that Aristotelian 
ethics is some form of materialist determinism? Just how far does 
‘matter’ determine the character and influence the moral autonomy 
of an individual? 

Numerous scholars have asked this question. I shall refer here to 
two examples: an article by E. Solmsen from the nineteen-fifties,”! and 
a recent book by G. Freudenthal.” 

At the end of his discussion, Solmsen asks, with some incredulity, 
how a philosopher of Aristotle’s standing could maintain so materialist 
a position as to make a man’s 780g and intellectual capacities depend 
on the composition of his blood. Solmsen recognises that Aristotle 
never denies the autonomy of man as a moral and intellectual being, 
but says nothing more on how the materialist thesis squares with the 
preservation of moral autonomy. He concludes his article by asking 
himself what role the nutritive soul might play in this theory, which 
perhaps seems rather beside the point. 

Freudenthal, on the other hand, favours a more determinist interpre- 
tation of the relationship between the constitution of an animal’s blood 
and its psychological, moral and intellectual qualities. This position is 
consistent with the main theme of his work which lays strong emphasis 


2! E Solmsen, ‘Tissues and soul. Philosophical contribution to physiology’, Philosophical 
Review, 59, (1950), pp. 435—468. 

? G. Freudenthal, Aristotles Theory of Material Substance. Heat and Pneuma, Form and 
Soul, Oxford, 1995. 
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on the fundamental causal rôle played by vital heat in a living creature. 
He considers that the relationship of cause and effect between blood 
and faculties of the soul is founded on two premises: that the soul has 
its seat in the heart and that feelings and emotions involve affections 
of the blood.” Taken literally, the first premise is false: the soul for 
Aristotle is a function and not a substantive entity as it is in Plato and 
can only be localised figuratively. As for the deterministic relationship 
between blood and moral and intellectual qualities, that holds good 
only for character as it is at birth. The moral character of the fully 
developed individual is built up throughout the whole of life; it is the 
result of a long and arduous process of self-education and constant 
practice in virtue. By the same token, the soul’s natural tendency, viz. 
the passive capacity of the soul to be affected by the emotions (what 
Freudenthal calls ‘affectability’) undergoes progressive modification. 
For example one may modify an excessive tendency to anger and thus 
one’s personal proneness to be affected by this nóáOoc, once virtue in 
the strict sense has established itself as a constant, a habitus that has 
become quite voluntary. 


6. Nature and self-discipline 


In EN. III, 5, 1114a 7, Aristotle compares the work of building up a 
consistent moral character through practice in virtuous actions to the 
continuous training of athletes for a competition: 


[...] for it is through the practice of particular actions that they acquire 
a corresponding character. This can be gathered from observing people 
training for a competition or activity of some kind or other: all their 
time is spent in practising. So only a completely senseless person could 
fail to realise that our moral dispositions are the product of the particular 
actions in which we engage. 


°3 Cf, Ibid., p. 50: ‘The amount of earthy matter (fibres) in the blood determines 
its proneness to be heated or cooled and thereby the animal’s affectability by emotions 
involving heating or cooling. It would thus seem that the material constitution of the 
blood provides a physiological basis for what Aristotle calls the “faculties” of soul.’ For 
a detailed description of the psycho-physiological mechanisms of the emotions, see the 
recent article by B. Besnier, Aristote et les passions’ in Les passions antiques et médiévales, 
B. Besnier, PF Moreau, L. Renault (edd.), Paris 2003, pp. 29-94, esp. pp. 45 sqq. 
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A little further on, at 1114a 31, Aristotle explicitly raises the question 
of moral determinism and shows that the notion that virtue and vice 
are voluntary in nature, one of the pillars of ethics, is ruled out by 
naturalism. He develops the argument in a series of objections and 
replies: 


(O) If someone objects that all men are intent upon what seems to them 
to be the good, but we have no control over what sort of thing appears 
to us to be good, and that each individual’s temperament determines 
what appears to him to be the good [...]. 

(R) But if each individual is in some sense the cause of his own habitual 
state, he will also be, in some sense, the cause of that appearance. 

(O) If, however, no one is responsible for his own bad behaviour but 
performs his actions in ignorance of the nature of his goal, believing that 
they will win him the highest possible good, in that case the pursuit of 
a goal is not the object of personal choice but requires that one should 
be born, so to speak with an eye that enables us to use sound judgement 
and choose the true good; and we are well equipped for this when nature 
has been generous to us in this respect [...]. 

(R) Supposing, then, that these considerations are valid in what way 
will virtue be any more voluntary than vice?” 


Alexander discusses this passage in Probl. eth. 29,” a section devoted to 
demonstrating that vices and virtues are within our control (€9’ nuîv). 
In particular, he draws a comparison with teyvai, whose acquisition 
demands a good natural endowment. He stresses that being well 
endowed by nature is not the same as possessing virtue, but is rather 
an aptitude for acquiring it: 


And the person who is well endowed by nature (edpuñg) is not the person 
who already has virtue and this [moral] eye, but the person who is able 
to acquire it more easily than [someone] else, as was shown to apply also 
in the case of skills (161, 26-28, transl. R. Sharples). 


Aristotle has explained in II, 8 that virtue is the mean between two 
extremes, but not an exact mean, since it sometimes tends towards 
excess and sometimes towards defect. This oscillation is just as likely to 
arise from the thing itself (for example rashness is much closer to cour- 
age whereas cowardice is far removed from it) as it is from ourselves: 
the things towards which we are more inclined by nature (1109a 13: 


?* For the way in which this exchange is set out, see C. Natali, Aristotele, Etica 
Nicomachea, Bari, 1999, p. 474, n. 233. 
?» Cf Sharples, Alexander of Aphrodisias, Ethical Problems, pp. 76-82. 
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TPOG à yàp ooi ULAAAOV nepúkauev) seem to be the most contrary 
to the mean. 

Next, in II, 9, Aristotle provides practical rules for attaining the cor- 
rect mean, in view of the difficulty of finding it in any given case. For 
example, everyone can give way to anger or donate or spend money, 
but to do so with the right person, to the right extent and at the right 
time, for a legitimate reason and in a legitimate manner, is an achieve- 
ment by no means within the reach of all, and understandably rare 
and deserving of praise. (1109a 26). 

Aristotle gives three rules for attaining the correct mean: the first is 
to distance oneself from what is most contrary to it, given that of two 
extremes one is more conducive to fault than the other”; the second 
concerns our natural proclivities; the third is to be on our guard against 
being seduced by what we find agreeable, and by pleasure, because 
these prevent the exercise of impartial judgement. 

On the second rule: 


But in the second place we must consider what faults we are most prone 
to (edkatäpopoi), different people being prone to different faults. This will 
be recognisable from the pleasure and pain we feel. Then it is up to us 
to drag ourselves off in the opposite direction, for it is only by straining 
to avoid the faults that we are liable to commit that we shall end up on 
the middle ground, in much the same way as people straighten warped 
timber. (1109b 1-7) 


What Aristotle is saying, then, is that in order to counteract a propensity 
towards certain faults we must make an effort to steer ourselves in the 
opposite direction in such a way as to attain the correct mean. 


7. Conclusion: matter determines individual character and form guarantees 
moral autonomy 


Aristotelian ethics, therefore, is not a form of determinist materialism. It 
would be determinist if it were a type of naturalism, viz. if moral virtue 
were reduced to natural, innate, constitutive virtue. Nor is it contrary 
to nature because the potential to become qpóvutog is part of what it is 


?* At this point Aristotle alludes to the well-known proverb to the effect that when 


the wind fails, the next-best thing for the seafarer (Sebtepog nAo0c, of Plato, Phaedo, 
99d) is to use the oars, meaning that when the optimum is unavailable we should 
choose the least bad alternative. 
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to be human." If then the matter of the body, that is to say the variety 
of blends that constitute the blood, determines individual character, 
the form of man guarantees—for a normal human being—liberty and 
moral autonomy and thus the possibility of character improvement (but 
also of its impairment). 

But the theory of natural virtue, entailing as it does physiological and 
chemical aspects has the great merit of bringing out the importance of 
the rôle of ‘matter’, and of the passive principle, in the highest functions 
of living beings, namely human moral and intellectual activities. 

In fact, on one hand the matter that makes up the blood constitutes 
the principium indwiduatioms of each individual's personality at birth. I 
believe that this is the sense in which we should interpret the well-known 
controversial passage in Metaph. Z, 8, 1034a 5: 


[...] the begetter is adequate to the making of the product and to the 
causing of the form in the matter. And when we have the whole, such and 
such a form in this flesh and in these bones, this is Callias or Socrates; 
and they are different from their begetter in virtue of their matter (for 
that is different), but the same in form; for their form is indivisible. (transl. 
W.D. Ross, with minor modifications). 


On the other hand, natural virtue constitutes the raw material on which 
education and moral self-education work. 

The psychological potentialities of the blood, in exactly the same 
way as the passive powers of the homoeomerous bodies of Meteor. IV,” 
show that the most basic forms of sentient matter in the sublunary 
world—in this case the tissues—do not merely act as building blocks 
for more complex bodies, but already contain, potentially, something 
of the highest functions characteristic of the higher organisms in the 
scala naturae, such as the exercise of virtue and intelligence. In certain 
cases the building blocks are already inclined towards the good and in 
other cases towards its opposite. This is why Alexander’s analogy with 
mé explaining the relationship between natural virtues and virtues 
properly so called seems to me a particularly happy one. 


"7 One might add that neither is Aristotelian ethics deterministic of virtue on the 
grounds that it is an acquired habitus, as understood by P. Donini, Ethos. Aristotele e il 
determimsmo, Torino, 1989. He sees a sort of automatism in the behaviour of the virtu- 
ous man, behaviour that rules out a whole series of actions (p. 79). 

?* On this point çf C.A. Freeland, ‘Aristotle on bodies’, p. 395, who treats as parallel 
to each other the ‘functional characteristics’ of the living bodies of biological organisms 
and the ‘dispositional properties’ of the inanimate materials of Meteor IV. 
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Introduction 


Although the traditional question about whether or not virtue can be 
taught is never explicitly discussed by Aristotle, we may safely assume 
that he would approach it in terms of his own distinction between theo- 
retical and practical knowledge. Thus he often states that the sciences 
which fall under theoretical knowledge are matters for instruction, but 
he is quite equivocal about whether teaching has any important role 
to play in acquiring practical knowledge. Yet it does appear that he 
rejected the pure intellectualist thesis of Socrates about moral education, 
and that he emphasized the necessity of developing the right habits 
through control of the passions and proper guidance of the emotions 
by practical reason. When he addresses the problem of akrasia in EN 
VII, however, he is just as puzzled as was Socrates on being confronted 
with the common phenomenon of people who know the right thing to 
do, yet still do the wrong thing. Although Aristotle finds it disturbing 
that reason can be dragged around like a slave by the passions, yet 
(unlike Socrates) he admits that something like this may be happening 
within akratic souls whose irrational desires are governing their actions. 
It is not unqualified ignorance that is responsible for this but rather 
some kind of qualified or temporary ignorance caused by the passions 
blinding the rational part of the soul that normally governs actions 
within virtuous and self-controlled people. In view of the wealth of 
evidence for the weakness of practical reason in many human lives, 
the phenomenon of akrasia represents a profound problem for moral 
education that Aristotle addressed in his ethical, political and rhetorical 
writings. My modest intention here is to use this problem as a start- 
ing-point for examining how Aristotle discussed the process of moral 
education in his ethical writings. 

My approach attempts to trace the path of moral education by 
examining Aristotle’s distinctions between akrasia, enkrateia,! and areté 


! Since there is no English translation of akrasia that is not misleading, I have resorted 
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proper. The condition of a moral agent suffering akrasia is similar in 
important respects to that of a young person whose rational capacity 
is not yet sufficiently developed so as to be able to master the strong 
passions to which all young people are prone. Similarly, the settled 
disposition of the enkratés is akin to that of a promising student whose 
moral education is sufficiently advanced to enable his rational capacity 
to reliably control his passions, though he is still being pulled in differ- 
ent directions. Finally, the person of complete virtue has achieved the 
stable disposition which is the ultimate purpose of moral education, 
whereby the passions are brought into harmony with practical reason 
(phronésis) which guides his actions. In this paper I want to elaborate 
on the suggestion’ that we can reconstruct Aristotle’s account of moral 
education in terms of different stages of character formation with refer- 
ence to these different moral conditions.’ 


Section 1: The Challenge of Akrasia for Moral Education 


For any philosopher who wants to credit human reason with a governing 
role in moral action the common phenomenon of akrasia represents an 
obstacle that can hardly be avoided. Of course, one can always adopt 
the Socratic strategy of skipping over the problem by simply denying the 
possibility of akrasia. Thus, according to Socrates, if I appear to know 
the right thing to do while doing the wrong thing then the appearances 
are deceptive because that is simply a moral impossibility. In fact, my 
doing the wrong thing provides reliable evidence for my ignorance 
about the right thing to do because if I really knew the right thing to 
do then I would do it. On such an intellectualist account, knowledge 
of virtue is a necessary and (perhaps)! also a sufficient condition for 
performing virtuous actions. 


to transliterating the Greek term, while sometimes also using enkrateia for self-control 
to underline the opposition within the Greck. 

? Of course, I am not making any claim to originality here, as similar suggestions 
have been made by Myles Burnyeat and others. 

3 At EN VILI Aristotle lists akrasia and enkrateia as opposite states of character but 
indicates that they are not identical with virtue and vice, though they belong to the 
same genus as them; cf. 1145b1-2. 

* E Sparshott (1994, 214n181) draws attention to the paucity of textual evidence 
for wisdom being a sufficient condition for virtue, according to Socrates. 
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It might seem, however, that the difficulties facing moral education 
could be best understood by examining its complete failure in the case 
of a vicious person. But this case is over-determined, as it might be that 
the person in question has a depraved nature and so is ineducable, or 
that he is ignorant of the good because of a lack of moral education, 
or is simply ruled by his passions which are in permanent discord with 
his reason. Thus I think that the problem can be better understood if 
one begins with Aristotle’s analysis of akrasia, since that moral condi- 
tion involves only an occasional discord between practical knowledge 
and the passions. For some reason, in the case of the akratic person, 
knowing the good and doing the right thing have not become ‘second 
nature’, as in the case of the fully virtuous person. Since Aristotle 
(unlike Socrates) posits a clear division within the human soul between 
rational and irrational parts, then a reliable coincidence between feel- 
ing and reasoning is always contingent and often dependent on moral 
education. 

First, let us consider some key passages in EN VII where Aristotle 
considers the aporia about akrasia. As is typical of such aporetic inquiry, 
this involves a review of competing opinions about akrasia and enkra- 
teia, some of which will be rejected while others are adopted within 
his solution. For instance, he recounts the common view that enkrateia 
is a praiseworthy disposition, while akrasia is regarded as blameworthy 
(1145b8f). Another endoxon is that the akratic man does things he knows 
to be evil because of passion, whereas the enkratic man, knowing his 
desires to be bad, refuses to follow them because of reason. In general, 
people regard the temperate man as being always enkratic, while some 
people identify the akratic with the profligate man, whereas others dis- 
tinguish them. Sometimes it is said that the pAronimos cannot be akratic, 
but some prudent and clever men are sometimes held to be akratic. 
I think it is clear from this brief review of endoxa that Aristotle sees 
the problem of akrasia in terms of the relationship between practical 
reasoning and the passions. 

At VIL2, 1145b23-9 Aristotle says that when knowledge is in a 
person it would be terrible if something else masters it and ‘drags it 
around like a slave"? But Socrates had denied the very possibility of 
akrasia when he says that no one acts against what is best, while judging 


? Perhaps it is significant that Aristotle quotes a passage from Plato’s Protagoras 
(352b) when attributing to the historical Socrates the claim that akrasia is impossible. 
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it to be best, so that if he does so then he must be acting out of pure 
ignorance. By contrast, Aristotle accepts the phenomenon of akrasia 
but seeks to explain it by inquiring in turn about the pathos that the 
akratic person undergoes; i.e. whether he acts out of sheer ignorance, 
and what is the manner in which ignorance arises. 

In his explanation of akrasia, however, Aristotle follows Socrates 
some of the way along the intellectualist path by ascribing a quali- 
fied ignorance to the akratic agent. For all intents and purposes, this 
implies that the problem of akrasia belongs to a broader problem in 
moral education. At EN VIL3, 1146b8-9 Aristotle says that one might 
raise the problem of whether akratic people act knowingly or not, and 
in what manner knowingly. This leads him to distinguish two relevant 
senses of knowing (1146b31—5): one can ‘know’ in the sense of hav- 
ing but not using knowledge, and in the sense of having and using’ it. 
According to Aristotle, it would be very odd if the akratic man both 
had such knowledge and was exercising it, but not if he merely had it 
without exercising it. 

In terms of the distinction between universal and particular knowl- 
edge, it would not be so strange if the akratic agent were actualizing 
only universal knowledge but it would be strange if he were actualizing 
particular knowledge, which is especially relevant for human actions. 
With respect to the universal, Aristotle makes (1147a4—10) a further 
distinction, according to which one term applies to the agent, the other 
to the object; e.g. as to whether this food is such-and-such, the akratic 
person either does not know or does not activate his knowledge. Fur- 
thermore (1147a10—24), within ‘having but not using’ knowledge, there 
is a distinction with respect to condition, so as both to have in a way 
and not to have; e.g. a person asleep, raving or drunk. And this latter 
is exactly the condition of men under the influence of passion, since 
outbursts of anger and sexual passion, for instance, involve alterations 
in the body. Akratic agents might even parrot sentences that appear to 
reflect knowledge but this has no more significance than if someone 
in a frenzy were to rehearse scientific proofs or repeat verses from 


^ I am grateful to an anonymous reader for pointing out that the ambiguity in this 
passage arises between different senses of knowing; i.c. one can know without using 
one’s knowledge. ‘This is held to be possible because one can know without consciously 
attending to the fact that one knows. What Aristotle holds to be very strange is the 
possibility that one acts against knowledge that one is consciously attending to at that 
moment. 
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Empedocles. Here Aristotle draws a revealing parallel with education: 
just as those who have begun to learn are merely stringing together 
sentences (parroting) but do not yet have knowledge because it must 
become second nature, which requires time, so also akratics are like 
actors merely reciting their lines. 

After introducing a wide-ranging series of distinctions, Aristotle 
uses them to explain akrasia, which falls under the heading of practi- 
cal rather than theoretical reasoning (1147a27—8).’ In the case of 
theoretical reasoning, to draw a conclusion is to make an assertion, 
whereas in practical reasoning it is to perform an action if nothing else 
hinders the agent. A different relation of thought to action is implicit 
in Aristotle’s distinction between two species of akrasia; i.e. weakness 
(astheneia) and impetuosity (propeteia): “For some men after deliberat- 
ing fail, owing to their passion, to stand by the conclusions of their 
deliberation, others because they have not deliberated are led by their 
passion” (VIL7, 1150b19-22).* In an earlier passage (1146a35), with 
specific reference to weak akratics, Aristotle cites the Greek proverb: 
‘When water chokes, what is one to wash it down with?’ Subsequently, 
he claims that those suffering from impetuosity are easier to cure than 
those suffering from weakness because the latter fail to abide by the 
results of their rational deliberation. Furthermore, among the initial 
phenomena which he wants to accommodate through his distinctions 
is the difference between the self-controlled agent who abides by his 
reasoning (/ogismos) and the akratic agent who departs from it; c£. EN 
VIL1, 1145b10-12, 1146a16-21, 1151a26-7. Consistent with Aristotle’s 
account of deliberation and decision in EN II.3, in each case there is 
a process of deliberation that concludes in a decision taken in advance 
of action. 

At EN VIA, 1147b25-8, Aristotle specifies the strict sense of akrasia 
as weakness with respect to the ‘necessary’ sources of pleasure; i.e. eat- 
ing, drinking and sex (1147b25-8). But there are also qualified types 
of akrasia which are similar to the unqualified sort (1147b34, 1148b6, 
13) in that the agent experiences a passion (pathos) that overcomes him 
so that he acts in a way that he had decided not to act, and without 
having changed his mind. So these analogical cases of akrasia must be 


7 See a parallel distinction in EE L5, 1216b16-8, II.3, 1221b5-6, IL.11, 1227b28-30; 
De motu anim. 7, 701a10—16, 701a23—5. 
* Translation by W.D. Ross (revised by J.O. Urmson) in Barnes (ed.), 1984. 
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specified with reference to the relevant passion; e.g. love of victory, 
or honor, or gain (1147b31—5). In contrast, the unqualified akratic is 
mastered by desire for the necessary bodily pleasures. From among 
the qualified types of akrasia, however, Aristotle gives special attention 
to akrasia with respect to thumos, which he regards as less morally bad 
than other forms. One argument for this view is that to feel spirited 
desires, even ones that lead you astray, is more natural to human beings 
generally than to feel desires either for excessive amounts of bodily 
pleasure or for unnecessary pleasures such as lording it over others or 
being famous or rich (1149b7—20). Aristotle's claim is that akrasia with 
respect to spirited desires reveals a less defective character than does 
any form of appetitive akrasia. 

Consequently, he regards akrasia as being a peculiar kind of irrational 
action driven by desire and not judgment (1147a31—b3): 


When, then, the universal opinion is present in us restraining us from 
tasting, and there is also the opinion that everything sweet is pleasant, 
and that this 1s sweet (now this 1s the opinion that 1s active), and when 
appetite happens to be present in us, the one opinion bids us avoid the 
object, but appetite leads us towards it (for it can move each of our bodily 
parts); so that it turns out that a man behaves incontinently under the 
influence (in a sense) of reason and opinion, and of opinion not con- 
trary in itself, but only incidentally—for the appetite is contrary not the 
opinion—to right reason.? 


From the perspective of moral education, the crucial point is that the 
akratic man is not as irrational as the brute, for he acts against (and 
also with) a universal generalization. Yet he has fallen into a state of 
‘ignorance’, just like that of a man asleep or drunk—physical condi- 
tions whose origin and cure can be explained by the natural scientist 
(1147b6-9). But what is the akratic ignorant of? Aristotle says (b10-—12, 
b14) that he lacks knowledge of the final premise, or if he has it he 
merely recites it but it is not active; e.g. “I shouldn't taste this” is recited 
like the verses of Empedocles, while the akratic agent is busy doing 
the opposite. 

Aristotle holds the akratic person to be responsible for acting as he 
does. In his account of responsibility, however, while men are blamed 
for ignorance of the universal, yet ignorance of the particular circum- 
stances of an action usually makes an act involuntary, as long as it is 


? Translation by W.D. Ross (revised by J.O. Urmson) in Barnes (ed.), 1984. 
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later rued (ÆN TII.1, 1110b32-1111a2). So the loss of the ‘last premises’ 
by the akratic man, which he later rues (1150b30- 1), should preclude 
voluntary action yet Aristotle makes it clear that the akratés is a voluntary 
agent (1146a5-—7, 1152a15-16). But this could apply equally to cases of 
exculpating ignorance (1111a6-7), since only a raving lunatic can know 
nothing about what he is doing. Aristotle also distinguishes between act- 
ing because of ignorance and acting in ignorance (1110b24-7); e.g. the 
man who is drunk or in a rage acts in ignorance. Thus Aristotle insists 
that legislators should not accept as an excuse any ignorance for which 
the agent is himself responsible (1113b24—5). Although akratic action 
reveals some ignorance, yet the cause of the ignorance is identical to 
the cause of the action; namely, disorderly passions. But Aristotle does 
not regard actions done because of spirit or appetite as being rightly 
called involuntary (1111a24—5), hence it is possible to bring them under 
control through the right kind of moral education. 

Although akrasia is a type of perceptual mistake, it is morally blame- 
worthy because it is one’s character that causes one to misperceive 
(EN 1114a17-30). For Aristotle the blameworthiness of an act is not 
determined solely by circumstances, as the relevant question is whether 
the agent might have a different character and hence might have acted 
correctly (1114a4—7). Through self-discipline the akratic agent might 
have acquired the ability to withstand his sensual desires, such that 
when confronted with sweet food, for instance, he did not become 
disoriented and fail to recognize which universal to subsume the food 
under. It is this failure for which the akratic man is blamed, not for 
succumbing to the irresistible temptation, given his flawed character. 
Thus, by contrast with the incurably vicious person who is morally blind, 
the akratic person can be morally educated because he recognizes the 
right thing to do, even though he occasionally does the wrong thing. 
Aristotle concludes (1152a27ff) that the type of akrasia shown by per- 
sons with excitable temperaments is more curable than that of weak 
akratics who deliberate about what they ought to do, but fail to keep 
their resolutions. And those who have become akratic through habit 
are more easily cured than those who are akratic by nature, as habit 
is easier to change than nature (a30), given that even habit is hard to 
change, precisely because it seems a kind of nature. Here we might talk 
about the ‘second nature’ that results from habitual action. 

Another important implication for moral education arises out of 
Aristotle’s distinction between the profligate and akratic (115lal 1ff): 
the akratic man is so constituted as to pursue bodily pleasures that 
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are excessive and contrary to right principle, without any belief that 
he ought to do so; whereas the profligate is convinced that he ought 
to pursue them because he is so constituted as to pursue them. The 
crucial difference is that the akratic can be persuaded to change but 
the latter cannot, since virtue preserves the basic principle (arché) while 
vice destroys it. And in practical matters, the first principle or start- 
ing-point is the end proposed, which corresponds to the hypothesis in 
mathematics. Aristotle insists that, just as in mathematics there cannot 
be a teaching account (logos didaskalikos) of principles, so also in ethics 
where they are acquired by virtue, either naturally or by training in 
right opinion. 

Significantly, Aristotle concludes his treatment of akrasia at EN VII.12 
with the following political analogy: the akratic man resembles a city 
which passes all the proper decrees and has good laws but which never 
upholds its laws. By contrast, the wicked man is like a city which con- 
sistently adheres to its bad laws. As well as being very apt, this analogy 
points to the political dimension of moral education within the ancient 
Greek polis. 


Section 2: The Intermediate Place of Self-Control (enkrateia) 
in Moral Education 


Aristotle believes that the transition from the premoral to the moral 
stage will be achieved through personal experience of ethical conduct. 
Possessing a natural sense of right and wrong, the agent will discover 
gradually in his own activity the concrete meaning of moral values. 
Since he is naturally oriented towards the good, he will adopt these 
values in his own behaviour. Finally, his knowledge of what is truly good 
will constantly grow, insofar as his irrational propensities have already 
been guided and directed by his rational conduct. In this way, moral 
virtue is acquired by performing acts which at the outset are premoral, 
but which will later become truly ethical. 

For Aristotle (Pol. IV4, 1292a4—37; IV.8, 129423-9) the most general 
influence on moral education is the rule of law in a political community, 
as without such civic regulation ethical behaviour is considered to be 
impossible. According to him, three factors contribute to the develop- 
ment of moral life: nature, knowledge, and training. What is given by 
nature is not only the passions and their impulses but also the rational 
faculty and its distinctive impulses; c£. EE VIII.2. By knowledge here, 
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Aristotle means practical wisdom or the ability to make right ethical 
judgments in the variable circumstances of life. This ability ought to 
be cultivated through moral experience and practice: it is not a matter 
of merely theoretical insight, as it largely depends on ethical conduct 
and experience; cf. EN VI.12, 1144a34-b1; III.5, 1114a31—b5. Aristotle 
is convinced that immoral conduct influences ethical judgments, since 
irrational factors disturb the functioning of reason (as in the case of 
akrasia). The third factor is exercise or training, as illustrated by the craft 
analogy: if someone wants to become a carpenter he has to learn the 
skills involved by frequently repeating the same acts under the direc- 
tion of a master, thereby gradually acquiring the habit of doing things 
properly Similarly virtue as a moral habit 1s the outcome of many 
previous actions, which have imprinted their traces on the character 
of an individual. At EN IL2, 1104a33-b13, Aristotle refers to ‘right 
education’ (orthé paideia) which begins early in life and is mainly con- 
cerned with pleasure and pain. The outcome of an adequate education 
is that people ought to take pleasure in doing good and suffer remorse 
when they do wrong. 

However, passions (pathé) are things that happen to us, and are outside 
our rational control, yet they must be somehow brought under such 
control if we are to acquire complete virtue, which involves a reliable 
harmony between reason and feelings. Thus the educational problem 
posed by akrasia can be further understood by examining the case of the 
self-controlled man (enkratés) whose reason and feelings pull in opposite 
directions, yet his reason still prevails so that he usually does virtuous 
actions (if his choice is correct). At EN IL4, 1105b12-18, Aristotle 
remarks on those who take refuge in discussing virtue, while neglecting 
to do virtuous actions, like patients who listen carefully to the doctor 
and then neglect to follow his orders. By contrast, he thinks that the 
proper way to acquire the virtues is not by a theoretical study of their 
nature but rather by engaging in virtuous action, which involves both 
reason and the passions. Yet the moral condition of the self-controlled 
person could be either a stage in moral education that leads to genu- 
ine virtue or it could be a dead-end that results from taking Socratic 
intellectualism to its stoical conclusion. Incidentally, Aristotle represents 
enkrataa and akrasia as two deviations from the normal run of mankind; 
cf. EN VIL10, 1152a25-33. 

In terms of his classification, however, it is more revealing to examine 
Aristotle’s contrast (1151b23) between the akratic and the ascetic man. 
The latter is a character who takes less than the proper amount of 
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pleasure in things of the body and who fails to stand by principle in that 
special sense. ‘Thus for Aristotle the enkratés is really a mean between the 
akratic and the ascetic type as described.'? He explains that the akratic 
man departs from principle because he enjoys bodily pleasures too 
much, and the ascetic (whom Aristotle describes elsewhere as insensible) 
does so because he enjoys them too little, while the enkratic man stands 
by principle and does not change as a result of either cause. By way of 
clarification (b28), he explains that, since self-restraint (enkrateia) is good 
(sboudatos), it follows that both dispositions opposed to it are bad (phaulas), 
as confirmed by appearances. Yet because one of them (i.e. the ascetic 
disposition) is found only in a few people and is rarely displayed, then 
akrasia is thought to be the only opposite to enkrateia, just as profligacy 
(akolasia) is thought to be the sole opposite of temperance (sóphrosuné). 
According to Aristotle, this is a philosophical mistake in classification 
that is compounded by language. 

In clear contrast to the akratic man, however, there is the enkratés 
who stands firm by his choice and does not abandon it under the 
impulse of passion. According to Aristotle (EN 1151a26-8), it is clear 
from these considerations that enkrataa is a good disposition (spoudaia 
hexis), while akrasia is a bad one (phaulé). At EN VIL9, he raises the 
question of whether a man is self-controlled (enkratés) if he stands by a 
principle or choice of any sort or whether it must be the right choice. 
Conversely, is a man akratic if he fails to stand by a choice or principle 
of any sort, or only if he fails to stand by the true principle and the 
right choice? Aristotle had already (VII.7) raised this aporia and now, by 
way of resolution, suggests that although accidentally (kata sumbebékos) 
it may be any principle or choice, essentially (kath’ hauto) it is the true 
principle and the right choice that the enkratic man stands by and that 
the akratic does not. One important implication of this passage is that 
enkrateia as a moral disposition can serve as a stage in moral education, 
since it involves adherence to an objectively correct choice, despite the 
adverse influence of the passions. 

The crucial problem facing moral education is how to reconcile 
reason, which is within our conscious control, with spirit and appetite 
(the passions given by nature) which are not within our control but yet 


10 This structure is still reflected in the post-Aristotelian work ‘On Virtues and Vices’, 
where enkrateia seems to be treated as a virtue, while akrasia seems to be regarded as 
the corresponding vice; cf. 1250b12# 
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are part of our natural inheritance. Burnyeat (1980) aptly formulates 
the question as follows: How can reason shape for the best the patterns 
of motivation and response that reflect the inner child in us (EN III.12, 
1119a33)? Aristotle’s preliminary answer is that we must be raised in 
the right way by virtuous parents in a good polity with rational laws, 
all of which provide us with the right sort of habituation, so that our 
passions are open to rational persuasion. A philosophical analysis of 
moral habituation should separate out the appetites and the emotions 
from practical reason, in order to understand the potential conflicts 
that manifest themselves in akrasia or enkrateia, as well as the potential 
harmony that produces good character and moral virtue." 

Let us focus, for instance, on both temperance and courage, which 
best represent the rational control of natural appetites like taste and 
touch, and the visceral passion of fear. At EN II.2, 1104a33-b13 
Aristotle discusses the ‘correct education’ which begins in childhood 
and is mainly concerned with pleasure and pain. According to him, 
moral qualities are similar to health in that they too can be destroyed 
by excess or deficiency. Thus someone who runs away from every- 
thing in fear becomes a coward, while someone who rushes into every 
danger becomes rash, whereas courage is the appropriate disposition 
with respect to fear and confidence. Similarly, whoever indulges every 
pleasure becomes profligate (akolastos, while whoever shuns all plea- 
sure like a boor becomes insensible (anaisthétos). So Aristotle concludes 
(1104225-7) that temperance and courage are destroyed by excess and 
deficiency, and preserved by the observance of the mean. Furthermore, 
these virtues are preserved and cultivated by actions that conform to the 
mean; i.e. we become temperate by abstaining from excessive pleasure 
(but by indulging in the appropriate pleasures) and we become brave by 
training ourselves to despise and endure terrors; i.e. we need to learn 
to fear the right things, as practical reason dictates. 

But how will we know that we have achieved the right ethical dis- 
positions? A sign (semeion) will be the pleasure and pain that accompa- 
nies our actions. Someone is temperate if he enjoys abstaining from 


!! Tn his discussion of good fortune at Eudemian Ethics VIIL.2, Aristotle considers the 
case of a person whose good nature leads him to desire the right thing at the right time, 
so that he succeeds in acting according to the natural order of things, even though he is 
so foolish and irrational that he would have done the wrong thing if led by his reason. 
Such cases of natural virtue are fortunate but stand a long way from complete virtue 
because reason and the passions may be either in tune or quite discordant. 
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(excessive) bodily pleasures but profligate (or merely self-controlled) if 
the abstinence pains him. He is brave if he faces danger with pleasure 
or at least without pain, but cowardly if he feels pain. In fact, moral 
virtue in general is concerned with pleasures and pains because plea- 
sure causes us to do base actions and pain causes us to abstain from 
noble actions. Thus Aristotle agrees with Plato about the importance 
of children having been trained from childhood to like and dislike the 
proper things, since this is what good education means. 

Yet we still face a puzzle: if pleasure and pain are irrational appe- 
tites, how are they to be guided by reason? Unlike the spirited part 
of the soul, the appetitive part does not listen to reason, and can only 
be motivated by pleasure and pain. In the Phaedrus, Plato suggests that 
the (base) appetites (black horse) can only be controlled (by force) with 
the help of spirit (white horse), which listens to reason (charioteer). 
Aristotle follows on much the same lines, accepting the irrational drive 
of the appetites in pursuit of pleasure, while allowing them a cognitive 
(or intentional) aspect that makes them minimally persuadable. At the 
very least, through the right training or habituation, children can be 
taught to like the right things; i.e. to take pleasure in the right food 
in the correct amounts. In other words, the appetites are sufficiently 
plastic to be moulded and directed towards the right objects. Within 
the ancient polis, such moulding of character was the task primarily of 
parents and teachers, and ultimately of the law. Thus, through imitat- 
ing good examples, children can be taught how to control their natural 
appetites for food and drink. At first, such control is externally imposed 
by force, if necessary, but gradually it will be internalized, even though 
the only effective motivation remains pleasure and pain; i.e. through 
a system of rewards and punishments. But it is here that the spirited 
desires may be enlisted by reason to help control the irrational desires; 
e.g. the desire of the child to please his parents or to win praise and 
boost self-esteem may help to make him obedient, especially in curbing 
blind appetites for food and drink. 

Aristotle treats (EN 1117b23-4) temperance and courage as virtues 
of the non-rational part of the soul. Temperance in the narrow sense 
involves moderation in respect of the bodily pleasures of touch and 
taste (c£. EN 1107a33—b4), whereas courage is a mean with respect to 
fear and confidence. The virtues may involve a mean both in emotions 
and actions; cf. EN 1106b16—24. Virtues of character concern feelings 
and actions where there is excess and deficiency, and a middle amount; 
e.g. one can feel too much or too little fear, and similarly with regard 


AKRASIA AND MORAL EDUCATION IN ARISTOTLE 55 


to actions. Thus children need to learn from parents and teachers, who 
both possess and display these virtues in their conduct, by imitating 
them in both feeling and action. In the beginning they do so to gain 
rewards or to avoid punishment, or because they admire heroes or want 
to please their elders; but subsequently they learn to internalize these 
feelings through practice (habituation) so that it becomes second nature 
to them and they do the right action for its own sake. 

But what then constitutes the difference between self-control (enkrateia) 
and genuine virtue? In the first case, the childhood conflict between 
(internal) passions and (external) reason still remains, even though both 
are now fully developed internally within the adult soul. In modern 
Freudian terms, we might think of this as an ongoing conflict between 
the Id and the Superego. But for Aristotle the key point is that self- 
control is not identical with the virtue of temperance because there is 
still a lack of harmony between reason and the desires, since each is 
pulling in the opposite direction. At EN VIL8 (1151b32ff), he says that 
many terms are used in an analogical sense, so that we speak by anal- 
ogy of the enkrateia in the temperate man. Why? Because the temperate 
man, as well as the self-restrained man, is so constituted as never to be 
led by the pleasures of the body to go against the principle. But there 
is a crucial difference (1152a1—2): Whereas the enkraüc man has evil 
desires (phaulas epithumias), the temperate man has none; i.e. he is so 
constituted as to take no pleasure in things contrary to principle. By 
contrast, the enkratic man does feel pleasure in such things, but 1s not 
led by it. For him the inner tension between reason and the passions 
still remains in place. 

Thus self-control can serve either as an intermediate stage on the 
road to virtue or can become a cul-de-sac if reason and the passions 
are never brought into harmony. So how is genuine virtue to be devel- 
oped? Aristotle’s well-known answer is that moral virtues are developed 
through habituation or through the imitation of virtuous action, such as 
controlling the necessary physical appetites in temperance or controlling 
fear in courageous action. 

In the beginning, however, before the right dispositions have become 
second nature to the young student of virtue, this will involve no more 
than self-control because it is not easy to control the base appetites. 
But, with correct practice, the student acquires the habit of doing 
things properly and begins to take pleasure in such actions, possibly 
encouraged by praise and buoyed up by increasing self-esteem, which 
satisfy the desire of the spirited part for honour. Aristotle says (EN II.2, 
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1104b18—27) that every settled disposition (Aexis) of the soul realizes its 
full nature in dealing with that class of object by which its nature can be 
either corrupted or improved. For men are corrupted through pleasures 
and pains; i.e. either by pursuing or avoiding the wrong pleasures and 
pains, at the wrong time, in the wrong way, or by some other error of 
conduct. A keen awareness of the corrupting power of the passions 
leads some thinkers (e.g. Speusippus) to define the virtues as states 
of impassivity (apatheia) or tranquillity (@emia). For Aristotle, however, 
this is a mistake because such people use the term absolutely (haplós), 
without adding qualifications as to manner and time. But (one might 
object) surely their mistake is the complete suppression of the passions, 
instead of developing the proper rational control or ethical disposition 
which allows them their due satisfaction. The slippery slope of akrasia 
or the cul-de-sac of self-control cannot be avoided simply by silencing 
or suppressing the passions through rigid rational control, as the later 
Stoics tended to do, possibly taking their lead from Speusippus.” 

But how does the virtuous person deal with the disruptive poten- 
tial of the base pleasures? In some places (EN 1109b7—12) Aristotle 
appears to fall back on some popular wisdom about the dangers of 
pleasure, when he warns that when pleasure is on trial we do not judge 
impartially. Thus, by referring to the Ziad (3.156f£), he advises that 
we should behave towards pleasure as did the elders of ‘Troy towards 
Helen, since if we dismiss pleasure in this way we shall be less liable 
to error and better able to strike the mean. Yet this seems to conflict 
with what Aristotle says elsewhere about the good man taking pleasure 
in virtuous actions. That conflict is only apparent, however, since he is 
referring here to the necessary physical appetites for food, drink and 
sex, which remain potentially unruly. 

The situation may be clarified further by examining the virtue of 
courage with the reference to the pains and pleasures involved in that 
ethical disposition. At EN II.9 Aristotle says that courage is more 
particularly displayed in regard to objects of fear, so that men are 
called courageous for enduring pain. Thus courage is rightly praised, 
says Aristotle, because it is harder to endure pain than to abstain from 
pleasure. In fact, however, he insists that the end (telos) corresponding to 
the virtue of courage is actually pleasant (hédu) but that it is obscured by 


? I am indebted to John Dillon for this suggestion; cf. Dillon (2003), pp. 76-77. 
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the attendant circumstances, especially the threat of death. He admits 
that death and wounds will be painful to the brave man and will be 
suffered involuntarily. Yet he will endure them because it is noble (kalon) 
to do so, or because it is base (aischron) not to do so. Indeed, Aristotle 
emphasizes that death will pain a courageous man more than a coward 
because his life is worth more, given that he is virtuous and good; so that 
he knows that he stands to lose the greatest goods. But this awareness 
makes him more (not less) courageous because he prefers glory (kalon) 
to the greatest prizes in life. Aristotle points out that it is not the case 
that the exercise of this virtue is pleasant, except insofar as it reaches its 
end. The coward is motivated by the baser pleasure of safety, whereas 
the courageous man is motivated by the pleasure of future glory and 
faces death willingly, though he unwillingly suffers pain. Presumably the 
self-controlled man stands firm out of a sense of rational duty to his 
city or to avoid shame but he cannot enjoy the pleasure of future glory 
because his passions and his reason are in conflict. In the case of the 
courageous man, however, the desire for glory helps him to overcome 
the base appetites. 


Section 3: Transition fiom Habitual to Complete Virtue 


But what else beyond a settled disposition to do virtuous actions is 
required for complete virtue, according to Aristotle? His answer is 
given in terms of practical wisdom but it is unclear what this adds to 
habituation. In order to understand such an answer, we should begin 
with his methodological principle that seekers after knowledge always 
proceed from what is more familiar to them to what is more famil- 
iar by nature. Thus for those who are seeking practical wisdom the 
beginning of inquiry is ‘the that’ (to hoti) in the moral sphere; c£. EN 
L4, 1095b14. This fits quite well with what Aristotle says about the 
appropriate audience for lectures on ethics; namely, that they must have 
experience of the actions of life, along with a good upbringing, so that 
they are ready to listen to talk about the good; cf. EN L3, 1095a2-4. 
Presumably, he could give this as one of the reasons for the debacle 
of Plato’s infamous lecture on the good. 

In fact, Aristotle lists habituation as one of the ways (along with 
induction and perception) of grasping ‘the that’. In other words, we 
become acquainted with noble actions and acquire virtuous dispositions 
by imitating noble actions. Yet this is still inadequate for achieving 
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complete virtue, which requires practical wisdom. Aristotle talks about 
beginners in any subject who can string together propositions in an 
orderly way, but do not yet know them. Why not? He explains that 
the knowing of such propositions must become second nature to them, 
and that this takes time. In modern terms, we might say that they must 
internalize practical wisdom, so that they will always act virtuously, even 
when pleasure tempts them to do otherwise. In fact, if they experience 
an internal conflict between their desires and their reason, this is a sign 
that they are not yet virtuous but are merely self-controlled and perhaps 
even vulnerable to akrasia. 

In effect, those who are to become completely virtuous must reshape 
their pleasures so as to remove potential conflicts with their reason. This 
change in character is not simply a product of moral habituation, since 
it also involves a cognitive transformation from merely grasping ‘the 
that’ to understanding ‘the because’ (fo dioti). We can find evidence for 
this in EN X.9, 1179b4-31 where Aristotle suggests that only someone 
who already loves what is noble and so takes pleasure in it can benefit 
from lectures on ethics. Burnyeat (1980, 76) has already noticed that 
this is the key to Aristotle’s solution to the problem of how practice 
(habituation) can lead to knowledge. Complete virtue requires that 
the unreasoned desires of the appetitive part of the soul be brought 
into line with the reasoned desire (boulésis) of the rational part, which 
is itself informed by a reflective scheme of values organized under the 
heading of the good. These rational desires are based on an evaluation 
of their objects as noble or good, just as appetitive desire is oriented 
to objects that are pleasant, while spirited desire is oriented to objects 
that are noble. 

So what are the key differences in character between the virtuous 
person, the vicious, and the self-controlled person? According to Aristo- 
tle, someone would be guilty of aphrosuné if they did not live according 
to their own prohairesis by setting some goal for their lives, whether that 
be honour, wealth, or noble action. In this context sóphrosuné might be 
understood in the broad sense of soundness of mind, which Plato links 
with shame in the Charmides. Aristotle seems to be implying that living 
according to prohairesis is derived from a sense of self and a general 
life-purpose. As Nancy Sherman (1987, 107) suggests, good character 
is reflected in the truly fine goals that one adopts for action. Of course, 
both prohairesis and boulésis could be taken as neutral capacities possessed 
by the virtuous and vicious alike. For instance, boulésis might simply 
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involve being guided by certain ends which one takes to be constitutive 
of happiness; i.e., a wish can be for an apparent practical good, even 
if that aim should bring the agent great evil (EN 1113a24, 1142b19, 
EE 1223b8, b33). 

Thus prohairesis appears to be a kind of instrumental rationality for 
choosing the means to gain ends that are independently chosen through 
boulésis. So the vicious person can exercise prohatresis for evil goals, just 
as the virtuous person can pursue fine goals, while the clever person is 
equally adept at achieving either sort of goal. When we consider the 
role of phronésis, however, it would seem that practical wisdom cannot 
be separable in this way from virtue, since Aristotle insists (EN 1107al, 
1145a1—5) that an agent cannot be practically wise without being virtu- 
ous. Even though the non-virtuous person may possess the deliberative 
capacity that Aristotle calls cleverness (EN 1144a24), yet he suggests that 
there is an integral link between having practical wisdom and espousing 
virtuous ends. This can be clarified by means of a comparison with 
the prohairetic capacity of the profligate person (akolastos), whose goal 
is always to satisfy the present pleasure (EAN 1146b24). Although the 
akolastos decides on some action with conviction, yet the bestial life that 
is chosen will inevitably affect his prohairetic capacity; cf. EN 1095b20, 
1150a20, 1151a6-7. His practical reason will deteriorate as a result of 
neglect and profligacy; cf. EN 1140b12-19, 1179, 1180a5-12. 

Thus, in both the profligate and self-controlled person, reason is 
primarily instrumental insofar as it serves a value external to itself, 
which is established by wish; e.g. the desire for pleasure or honour. For 
Aristotle, however, the man of practical wisdom in the proper sense 
has the capacity to revise ends (so his reason is not a 'slave of the 
passions’, as Hume would have it). By contrast, he characterizes (EN 
VII.8) the base individual as being incurable, like someone with dropsy, 
since he acts without repentance or with a full awareness of his vice 
(1150b29-35). Even if the vicious person was once able to revise his 
goals, this is no longer possible because vice corrupts the principle; cf. 
EN IIL5, 1114a14-24, VI.5, 1140b17—20. Indeed, not only the goals 
themselves are corrupted by vice but so also is one’s ability to perceive 
them. Practical wisdom, on the other hand, preserves judgment about 
moral action, while vice destroys that judgment (EN 1140b10-16). What 
the vicious person lacks is the ability to ‘see’ (theórein) the human good. 
For this reason, as Aristotle suggests elsewhere (EN X.9, 1180a11—12), 
a base person should be treated like a beast of burden, since passion 
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seems to yield only to force. Such a person neither listens to arguments 
that are meant to dissuade him nor does he understand them even if 
he does listen (1179b26, 1180a5). 

But what about the clever and self-controlled person who can revise 
his goals (as given by passion) if they conflict with other ends? He is still 
different from the virtuous person whose activity is fine (kalon) insofar 
as it is praiseworthy and constitutes its own end. Aristotle contrasts 
(EN 1115b12, 1116a12, 1120a23) acting for the sake of the fine (kalon) 
with acting for the sake of expediency or extrinsic pleasure. ‘The cru- 
cial difference is that the fine is an immanent end of virtuous action, 
not some additional value. In Aristotle’s terms, virtuous action is not 
a poiésis (with an external product) but rather a praxis; i.c. an action 
that is its own end. While some external effect (like defending the city) 
can be part of the goal of virtuous action, this is not its primary value 
for the virtuous agent, since it is the quality of the action (defending 
bravely) and his state of character (brave not rash) that determines it 
as virtuous. ‘Thus the fineness of the action depends on how one acts 
in achieving that end, and how one constitutes the action; i.e. one’s 
choice of appropriate means to that end. 

However, the most distinctive task facing practical knowledge is 
finding the mean in human action, since there is no mathematical or 
theoretical knowledge of such a mean precisely because it varies for 
different virtues and for the particular circumstances in which they are 
exercised. In all cases, finding the mean involves a particular choice or 
decision rather than some universal proposition or maxim. Yet Aristotle 
seems hopelessly vague and even circular when he claims that hitting 
the mean involves acting in the same way as a phronimos would act. 
Like the Lesbian rule, the phronimos himself is the appropriate measure 
for what resists the universality of the straight-and-narrow, since there 
cannot be any universal measure (like Plato’s Form of the Good) for 
all virtuous actions. There is however an independent and objective 
measure which the man of practical wisdom manages to discover within 
the particular situation of practical action. 

But, one might object, * what about the person with very strong 
appetites whose reason manages to hold them in check consistently, so 


5 I owe this objection to Susan Bencomo, whose generosity with critical comments 
and suggestions helped me to improve this paper. Of course, the remaining flaws are 
solely my responsibility. 
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that he performs virtuous actions? Surely, he has hit on a mean that 
is appropriate for him. Aristotle’s answer (EN 1105b5) is that an agent 
qualifies as temperate, not merely by doing the right actions (like the 
self-controlled man) but by doing them in the same way as a temperate 
man does them. His considered view is that it is the practical knowl- 
edge of the phronimos that determines the correct intermediate degree 
of pathos that constitutes a virtuous disposition; cf. EN IL6, 1107a1-2, 
EE II.3, 1220b28, II.5, 1222a8. According to the standard definition 
(EN VI.5, 1140b20—2), phronésis is a truth-attaining rational quality 
concerned with action in relation to things that are good for human 
beings. This definition implies that the mean which is determined by 
the phronimos is objective (not subjective) precisely because it is true. Of 
course, phronésis is concerned with objects of deliberation which can 
vary, so that they can qualify as objects of choice, yet a good deliberator 
is someone who can arrive by means of calculation at the best goods 
that are attainable by man (EN 1141b8-15). While Aristotle draws a 
distinction between knowledge of general principles and of particulars, 
he insists that phronésis must involve both kinds of knowledge since it is 
concerned with practical affairs, which involves knowledge of particular 
actions and decisions. 

Among modern scholars it remains controversial whether Aristotle 
thinks that the phronimos must have an explicit conception of eudaimonia 
as an ultimate end, when he is facing a particular decision or action. As 
evidence that phronimoi do not need to have such a conception, Sarah 
Broadie (1991, 185f£) points to EN VI where Aristotle fails to spell out 
any conception of the ultimate end held by the practically wise man. 
On the other hand, however, Aristotle does think of practical reasoning 
as requiring a conception of an end to be achieved which he refers to 
as the universal premiss. Yet he never spells out its content, possibly 
because he has discussed eudaimonia in detail elsewhere; cf. EN 1.7, 
X.6-8. And, even if there are some gaps in Aristotle’s account of the 
ultimate end, that might be the case, as Bostock suggests (2000, 84), 
because he didn’t himself know how to fill them. 

But would Aristotle agree with Broadie that the phronimos has no 
conception of an ultimate end (and does not need it)? As evidence to 
the contrary, Bostock points to EN VI.5, 1140a25 where Aristotle claims 
that it is typical of the phronimos to deliberate well about what is good 
and advantageous for himself, not in some particular respect, but as to 
living well in general. Similarly, at EN V1.7, 1141b9-14 Aristotle says 
that good deliberation is especially the task of a phronimos; i.e. one who 
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aims at what is best of all things attainable in action. Bostock takes the 
reference in both cases as being to a supreme end, namely, eudaimonia. 
Finally, at EN VL9, 1142b28-33, Aristotle specifies that unconditionally 
good deliberation is correct about what is unconditionally the end of 
human action, whereas a particular kind of deliberation is directed to 
particular ends. So, if good deliberation is characteristic of the phronimos, 
it will be a correctness concerning what is expedient (swmpheron) for that 
end of which phronésis is the true apprehension. Bostock argues (85) 
convincingly that these three passages clearly attribute to the phronimos 
a true conception of eudaimonia but that they say nothing specifically 
about this conception. While Aristotle claims that the goal of virtuous 
action is one’s own eudaimonia, he offers no criterion for criticizing dif- 
ferent conceptions of this goal. Furthermore, Bostock objects (98) that 
Aristotle says nothing that addresses the problem of how to distinguish 
dispositions of character which are virtuous from those which are not. 
He connects this with another gap in Aristotle’s discussion; namely, 
that he gives us no analysis of the concept of the ‘noble’ (to kalon). All 
of these are legitimate objections which identify certain inadequacies 
in Aristotle’s account of complete virtue from a modern theoretical 
perspective. But perhaps such objections run the risk of overlooking 
the pragmatic perspective from which Aristotle describes the phronimos 
as a generally accepted paradigm of the practically wise person, such 
as Pericles or Socrates, who can be relied upon to make consistently 
good practical decisions both for himself and for his city. 


Conclusion 


In this paper I have argued rather schematically that Aristotle’s views on 
moral education are best understood in terms of the type of character 
that it is intended to produce, as well as the deviant kinds of character 
which it can help to prevent. ‘Thus akrasia represents a common failure 
in moral education, which is particularly distressing in that it seems to 
highlight the impotence of reason when faced with strong passions. 
However, the appropriate response is not to suppress the passions, 
as does the self-controlled person, but rather to persuade them to 
cooperate with practical reason in performing moral actions. This can 
only be achieved gradually through moral habituation, whereby the 
appetitive and spirited parts of the soul can learn to enjoy cooperat- 
ing with reason in doing the right thing. The ultimate goal of moral 
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education is to produce the completely virtuous person in whom the 
passions are consistently in harmony with reason, as a result of moral 
habituation, but who also understands how moral actions promote his 
ultimate goal of eudaimonia. Such a person embodies Aristotle’s ideal 
of the noble gentleman (kaloskagathos)'* who possesses all of the virtues 
and who performs fine actions for their own sake, while knowing them 
to be fine and good; cf. EE VIII.3,1248b8-1249b18. 
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Chapter 6 in Book I of the De Generatione et Corruptione is one of the most 
intricate and syntactically complex in the whole treatise. ‘Thus it is clearly 
a pivotal point for this investigation: it separates the treatment of the 
main theme of the work from the required preliminary section, which 
has already been completed at this point. As the first sentence of the 
work states, the main theme of the whole work is to analyse “coming 
to be and passing away [...] as they apply uniformly to all the things 
that come-to-be and pass-away by nature”! and to give both an analysis 
of the various “definitions” of these and of related events, as well as 
an analysis of “causes”. The definitions of coming to be and passing 
away, and their demarcation and distinction from other related events 
in nature—for example, change and growth—have been presented and 
explained in chapters 1-5. In chapter 6 Aristotle turns his attention to 
a more thorough analysis of the causes of coming to be and of passing 
away.” As the first sentence of chapter 6 repeats,’ this analysis is aimed 
primarily at causes in their material aspect, namely: 


the matter and‘ the so-called elements. We must ask whether they really 
are elements or not, i.e. whether each of them is eternal or whether 


* I wish to thank Dr. Owen LeBlanc for his careful translation of my German- 
written piece into English and also Dr. R.A.H. King and Dr. Johannes Hübner for 
their help and comments on earlier drafts of it. 

' English translations of Aristotle are from the Revised Oxford Translation [ROT]: 
The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. J. Barnes, Princeton, 1984. Any deviations from this 
text are noted. 

? This separate ordering of the various tasks of explanation is true only if taken 
with a pinch of salt. For earlier there has fairly often been discussion of the causes of 
coming to be and of passing away and of related processes; cf. e.g. I 3 318a2-10, I 4 
320a2f, I 5 321a2 and b17f£ Such more or less explicit considerations serve to explain 
the concepts and thereby to define the difference between them. 

3 Cf. the passage already cited, I 3 318a2-10. 

t and: “ie.” (ROT). 
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there is a sense in which they come-to-be; and if they do come-to-be, 
whether all of them come-to-be in the same manner, reciprocally out of 
one another, or whether one amongst them is something primary.° 


And it is only afterwards (from the beginning of II.9 onwards) that 
we get a treatment, though much briefer, of causes in the sense of 
the efficient cause of coming to be and of passing away. Certainly the 
two causes mentioned, “matter” and “the so-called elements”, are to 
be understood as two distinct principles in the class of the material 
causes of coming to be.? As Aristotle himself explains (see DGC II 1 
329a29-35), these two are not to be identified with each other. The 
concept of matter gets its first comprehensive treatment in DGC II 1, 
and then in the conclusion to this, the so-called elements are discussed (II 
1-8). So it is not at first completely clear what chapters I 6-10 actually 
contribute under the aspect of material causes. But Aristotle explains 
in the next sentence that, for the functioning of the causal relationship 
in general and especially for the exchange of matter between bodies, 
certain important presuppositions must be explained. Clearly, these are 
the subject of Aristotle’s considerations up to the end of book I. There 
must now be a more precise investigation of what these presuppositions 
are, and of how Aristotle approaches the topic. 


1. Diogenes and the “single nature” of agent and patient 


Superficially stated, Aristotle believes that his predecessors have not 
developed a clear understanding of certain concepts. But, on look- 
ing more closely, one can hardly avoid the impression that, even after 
Aristotle’s efforts, this lack of clarity persists: 


For all those who generate the elements as well as those who generate the 
bodies that are compounded of the elements—make use of dissociation 
and association, and of action and passion. Now association is combina- 
tion; but the meaning of combining has not been clearly explained. Again, 
without an agent and a patient, there cannot be altering any more than 
there can be dissociating and associating. For not only those who postulate 


5 16 322b1-5. 

$ For a different view, see Natali 2004, pp. 195-197, where he appeals to Zabarella, 
but without considering the explanation of this point which Aristotle gives and which 
is quoted in the main text. 
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a plurality of elements employ their action and passion’ to generate the 
compounds: those who derive things from a single element are equally 
compelled to introduce acting.® 


The central concept is that of the “generation” of something from 
something,’ whether the elements themselves get produced by some 
predecessor, or other things are to be generated from elements. In the 
preceding chapter, Aristotle gave a conceptual analysis of the “simple 
coming to be” of one thing from another which preceded it; here, he 
sums this up in a short expression as the concept of generation. Gen- 
eration always overcomes the difference between the non-being and 
the being of some thing And in order to accomplish generation, all 
of the people before Aristotle who were concerned with the physiology 
(nature?) of the real had to use certain other concepts: association and 
dissociation of various things (that is, “combining”), and affecting and 
being affected. Clearly they had to use both concepts, if generation 
is understood in the inclusive sense of the first sentence, both as the 
generation of elements, and as the generation of more complex things 
from elements. Yet, in the text cited, Aristotle leaves no doubt that the 
concepts of affecting and being affected is fundamental for both kinds 
of generation. For one can neither alter a thing which already exists nor 
create something new out of several preexisting things without taking 
into account the concept of affecting and of being affected. ‘This con- 
cept in general, and its specific conditions in matter (that is, the theory 
of reciprocal effects), distinguishing it from effects in general, and the 
description of reciprocal effects in the case of mixing several things in 
the generation of something new—all these subjects are going to be 
discussed by the end of book I. 

After stating his subject (the indispensable presuppositions for the 
generation of something), Aristotle arrives at an assessment with far 
reaching consequences; while referring to one of the Pre-Socratic advo- 
cates of “generation from one thing”, Aristotle concedes (as he rarely 
does) a critical insight to him, as if he had already recognised the most 
important condition for the possibility of reciprocal effect, namely that 


7 “Reciprocal action and passion” (ROT). With Rashed (2001, p. 321) I return to 
the text of E and J, both of which do not have dx’ &AANAv in the text at this point 
(322b12). Later I will show that this is a better reading, since it makes better sense. 

* DGC I 6 322b6-13. 

? Cf 322b12, I 9 326b29, II 9 335a31, etc. 
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the “underlying nature” of all those things between which affecting and 
being affected take place must necessarily be one and the same: 


Diogenes 1s right when he argues that unless all things were derived from 
one, reciprocal action and passion could not occur. The hot thing, e.g., 
would not be cooled and the cold thing in turn be warmed; for heat and 
cold do not change reciprocally into one another, but what changes (it 
is clear) is the substratum. Hence, objects between which there is action 
and passion necessarily have a single underlying nature.'°"! 


Although Aristotle pays Diogenes of Apollonia a handsome compli- 
ment for this insight, in the next sentence he reduces the compliment 
somewhat by saying, “No doubt, it is not true to say that all things are 
of this character; but it is true of all things between which there is 
reciprocal action and passion”.!* 

So what Diogenes had asserted is not entirely correct, that all things 
which belong to the causally structured context of the Universe must 
have the same underlying nature. To what does Aristotle refer here, 
and how does he justify these exceptions after previously giving Dio- 
genes such emphatic agreement? This theme is related to a basic tenet 
of Aristotle’s, one which can scarcely be over-valued for his theory of 
metaphysics. This tenet is that from the existence of a genuine (effective) 
causal relationship, one cannot infer that all of the causal factors have 
a common material nature. On the contrary, from Aristotle down to 
the present, the principle of the causal closure of the physical has been 
heatedly discussed in the philosophy of mind; it has to be curtailed or 
weakened to such an extent that a dualistically diverse entity (e.g., the 
soul or the mind in the case of so-called mental causation) which thus 
does not share a single underlying nature with physical bodies, can still 
cause physical effects. 

Obviously, such a claim (that not all causal factors have a common 
underlying nature) would be pivotal for Aristotle’s first philosophy or 
metaphysics in contrast to his second philosophy, or physics. Hence it 
should scarcely be surprising how much subtlety Aristotle brings to bear 


10 “Hence, whenever there is action and passion between things, that which underlies 
them must be a single something” (ROT). 

!! 322b13-19. Cf. in regard to Diogenes’s thesis especially DK 64 B 2, 5, and 7. 

? 322b19-21. 

'8 For more recent discussion in general, see e.g. Andersen/Emmeche/ Christiansen 
(1989); in particular for the reductive ability of the principle of causal closure, cf. 
perhaps Matt (2004) pp. 99-114, Buchheim (2006) pp. 44—49. 
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in the considerations which follow, in order to make it appear possible 
and even necessary. Near the end of the next chapter (I 7), he is able 
for the first time to answer the problem conclusively to his own satisfac- 
tion, and thereby to endorse the thesis that something, which is in a real 
sense the effective cause of a physical effect, does not possess the same 
underlying nature as the thing which receives the effect. Summarising 
this, he praises it as the result of the foregoing in 324b69: 


Those active powers (rointik), then, whose forms do not exist in mat- 
ter, # are unaffected; but those whose forms are in matter are such as to 
be affected in acting. For we maintain that one and the same matter is 
equally, so to say, the basis of either of the two opposed things— being as 
it were a kind; [...] Hence (as we have said) some of the active powers 
are unaffected while others are such as to be affected; and what holds of 
motion 1s true also of the active powers. For as in motion the first mover 
is unmoved, so among the active powers the first agent is unaffected. 


Aristotle spends a long time commenting on the thesis of Diogenes 
of Apollonia, claiming, on the one hand, that it is acceptable, but, on 
the other, that it needs qualification. The opinion of many commen- 
tators notwithstanding, '^ it is completely false that chapter 6 loses its 
coherence at this point (322b26), or that it is broken into two distinct 
pieces, or that these might appear to be two completely different texts 
which have been merely superficially cobbled together. Moreover, the 
concept of contact (an), treated here for the first time, is, as Aristotle 
establishes, an irreducible condition for any kind of causal relationship 
between or mixture of things. Also, as will be explained in the sentences 


14 “are not embodied in matter" (ROT). 

15 324b4—13. This is not the first passage in which Aristotle mentions causal factors, 
which are in an active context without a reciprocal reaction. Moreover, he has already 
taken this into account in chapter 5 for an important case (that nutrition promotes life; 
see 321b5) without being ready at that point to be able to explain the theoretical basis 
for it. Here for the first time his theme is a thoroughgoing explanation of the facts; 
this is closely connected with the concept of “contact”. Nowhere else in Aristotle's 
entire work are the facts so clearly set out and distinguished. For this reason these two 
chapters (I 6 and 7) are among the most metaphysical which have come down to us 
from Aristotle. 

'© So, for example, Natali 2004, pp. 195 and 202, with an appeal to Zarabella and 
Philoponus among others. Therefore, one must attribute a continuous intellectual coher- 
ence to chapter 6. The same coherence also prepares substantially for the main point 
of chapter 7, and so for the whole theory of reciprocal effects, up to the end of the 
book. Thus one must regard very sceptically what Rashed thought he had established 
in his new edition of the work: “Pour le dire un peu brutalement, la discussion du 
chap. 6 n'apporte rien à celle des chap. 7-9." (Rashed 2005, p. 131). 
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which follow, Aristotle builds the foundation for a distinction between 
those things with a causal relationship which really do have one and 
the same underlying nature, as Diogenes thought, and those which do 
not. The two texts—Aristotle’s remark about Diogenes’s discovery about 
all things in a causal relationship with each other, and Aristotle’s firmly 
stated proviso that this doesn’t apply to all things connected by a causal 
relationship—clearly provide the reason for introducing the concept of 
contact as a necessary, even deeper foundation for action and passion 
in their proper senses; so too they justify introducing generation and 
undertaking an analysis of contact and of generation. The definition 
which Aristotle needs can be based only on contact. Before I explain 
in detail this definition of contact, I would like to quote Aristotle’s own 
summary of this passage, which contains all the salient points of the 
longer, more difficult passage: 


This then, at any rate, is clear: that there is a sense in which the things 
which cause motion will touch the things they move, and a sense in which 
they will not." But the definition of touching is on the one hand a general 
one applying? to things that have position (0£o1c) and are capable, the 
one of moving, and the other of being moved, but on the other hand it 
applies to things [having position] in relation to each other? in which, 
the one being able to move, and the other to be moved, there is acting 
and being affected.” As a rule, no doubt, if A touches B, B touches A. 


7 The sentence distinguishes one sense in which the mover has contact with the 
moved, and another sense in which it does not. But the sentence was not intended to 
distinguish cases in which there is no contact at all. As the subsequent passage makes 
clear, the sense in which a mover contacts the moved is to be understood in such a 
general manner, that it holds without exception for all kinds of causes of motion. 

'8 The repetition of the article ka@6Aov uèv ó t&v Béo £yóvtov in a22 and following 
shows that it concerns a further clarification to the dvopiopdc: the definition is general 
inasmuch as it 1s the only one concerning things which have position. 

19 The accusative mpdg &AAnAa is explained because two things in different posi- 
tions always have their relative place in relation to each other; cf. Oéotv &yóvtov npóg 
GAANAG in Categories 6 4b21, 5a15 and 25. 

20 323a20-25, my own translation. The argument about whether xpóg &AAnXa é 
in line 23 sq. is related to the mover and the moved or to the contact relationship (cf. 
Natali 2004, pp. 211—213) 1s in my opinion unnecessary, since neither is true directly, 
but both of them are true indirectly. Directly concerned are all things which have a 
position; but there are two possible cases of causal relationship between them: the 
first one is a one way causal relationship in cases where the two things have the same 
(overlapping) position; the second one implies causality in both ways, provided they 
have different positions in contact with each other. Both types of causal relationship 
involve things that have position and so fulfil the general definition of touching, while 
only in cases of the second type, as Aristotle puts it, the moving thing “touches a thing 
which touches it". 
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For indeed practically all the movers within our ordinary experience 
impart motion by being moved: in their case, what touches must, and 
evidently does, touch something which touches it. Yet it is possible—as 
we sometimes say—for the mover merely to touch the moved, and that 
which touches need not touch a thing which touches it.” 


The sense in which the mover or active subject always touches the 
moved or passive recipient is expressed through the general definition 
of contact. Yet to satisfy this definition does not always mean that two 
bodies in contact affect each other reciprocally, or that when there is 
an effect, both things—the moving and the moved—are affected at the 
same time. According to Aristotle, when contact occurs in the way just 
described, it seems that it does not have to be returned; that is, despite 


the contact through which one thing affects another, the other thing 


“need not touch the one which touches it”.” This is an apparently 


astounding state of affairs: contact between things is not always such 
that the active thing is acted upon, and the contact which is necessary 
for one thing to affect another is not always returned in all cases. This 
will now be explained more precisely by analysing the intervening text 


(322b26-323a20). 


2. What kind of things can touch others? 


As Aristotle approaches the difficult passage, he knows that he would 
like to make an extremely complicated distinction. Hence he deliberately 


21 DGC I 6 323a20-29. 

? At the end of chapter 6, Aristotle introduces the irritating man as an example 
of one-sided contact. I would like to point out that this is not metaphorical, but to be 
understood in the strict sense of the given general definition of contact. The soul of 
an irritating man performs in his body through one-sided contact the irritating act, 
without the body “suffering” anything in the proper sense of this term. This body in 
turn—through the air, etc.—contacts the irritated man. But the irritated man, despite 
suffering the transmitted irritation, does not in any way touch the irritator or his soul, 
the cause of the entire chain of influence. A further example of one-sided contact 
is the “healing art” as the effective cause of the healing process in the patient; see I 
7, 324a34—b4. With respect to this example, cf. also Gill 1989, p. 199: “The art of 
medicine [...] located in the soul of the doctor, ‘touches’ the invalid, but the invalid 
does not ‘touch’ the art”. Furthermore, according to Physics VIII 5, 258a18—21, there 
is such a one-sided contact relation in all se/fmovers (that is, beings with souls). For the 
unmoved moving principle (1.e., the soul) is in contact with the body which it moves. 
But, as an unmoving part of the living being, it should not be thought of as being in 
continuity with the body, and so is not touched by it. Manuwald properly points out 
this passage; see Manuwald 1989, p. 15. 
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points out that the concept of touch, like many others, has several 
meanings, some of which have the same name, while others can be 
derived from different, logically prior meanings. From a scientific point 
of view, one can allow only those meanings which can be justified 
through conceptual derivation, while equivocations must be excluded 
as being useless. In the following passage, Aristotle takes pains to give 
a proper derivation of other familiar meanings of touch from an 
overarching generic concept which is broad enough to accommodate 
legitimately, besides the usual meanings, some special applications which 
he particularly wishes to emphasise: 


Let us start as follows. All things which admit of combination must be 
capable of reciprocal contact; and the same is true of any two things, 
of which one acts and the other suffers action in the proper sense of 
the terms. For this reason we must treat of contact first. [...] contact 
in the proper sense applies only to things which have position. And 
position belongs to all things? which also have a place; for in so far as 
we attribute contact to the mathematical things, we must also attribute 
place to them, whether they exist in separation or in some other fashion. 
Assuming, therefore, that to touch is—as we have defined it in a previous 
work?'—to have the extremes together, all? those things will touch one 
another which, being separate magnitudes and possessing position, have 
their extremes together.”° 


As his starting point Aristotle chooses the usual, familiar meaning of 
touching, which applies to everything that gets mixed, and to every- 
thing that stands in a relationship of affecting of the sort in which the 
receiver of the effect “suffers” in the proper sense of this term.” These 
are precisely those things of which Diogenes rightly required that they 
should have identical underlying natures. This means exclusively those 
bodies which affect each other, and thus can enter into a mixture with 
each other. Yet Aristotle doesn't Just stop there. Rather he seems to 
want to extend the realm of things which touch each other to include 


23 


“Only to those things" (ROT). 

?* See Physics V 3 226b23, and cf. 227a21—27. 

3% “Only” (ROT). 

2 322b26-323a06. 

27 The qualification of suffering “in its proper sense" is important. Aristotle will return 
to it in 323a16—20, when he wants to call the effect (kivnoiç) of the cause of motion 
a passion (néĝoç) only if the moved object experiences “alteration”. But there are two 
cases in which, in Aristotle’s opinion, this isn’t so: one in which the effect produced 
is simply a change of place without an alteration, the other in which the body of an 
ensouled being becomes active in a way caused by its soul. 
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as well mathematical or, better, geometrical objects, which admit no 
action or passion, not to mention being unable to be in a mixture with 
each other. In any case, it follows from this that the concept of touch 
cannot be defined in such a way that it means simply to be involved 
in a causal relation. Rather it forms an independent basis for the pos- 
sibility of this relation. 

There is in the text at this point an ambiguity not yet noticed by 
its interpreters, which when properly resolved makes an important 
contribution to our understanding of the passages which follow. For 
the Greek text at 322b33, tò kvpime Aeyóuevov dTGpyEt toic £youci 
Béow, O£cig 0' otonep Kai 1670 (like the parallel passage at 323a6) 
can be interpreted in two ways: (1) things which have a position also 
have a place,” and (2) position belongs to those things which also have 
a place.” In the first case only those things have position which have a 
place as well. In the second case at least those things which have a place 
also have a position, but other things might also have a position which 
do not have a place.” Things of this kind (which have a position but 
not a place) could satisfy the criterion for touching which Aristotle has 
established, since according to our text touch depends only on having 
a position, not on having a place. 

Judging from the way Aristotle expresses himself in the passage cited, 
the second interpretation is certainly more attractive than the first. Just 
as “contact in its proper sense” applies to things which have a position, 
so again position applies to other things, namely to those which have a 
place. But this alone is still insufficient to determine how the sentence 
must be understood. There is, however, another pertinent argument 
which strengthens our preference for the second interpretation. For a 
few sentences later in 323a6-10, Aristotle is going to say that everything 
which has not just position (Oéo1c) but also place (tóroç) in a primary 


?* So, e.g., Joachim (1926) p. 142: “In order to ‘have a position’ a thing must be ‘in 
place’, i.e., must be a body with magnitude". Williams (1982) p. 114: “Whatever has 
position has place”. Similarly, too, Natali (2004) p. 204: “But to have position implies 
being in a place”. 

? So e.g. the interpretation of Rashed in his translation (2005) p. 31: “Toutefois, 
au sens propre, le terme [sc. contact] s’applique aux choses dotées d’une position, et 
la position à celles qui possèdent aussi un lieu”. 

3° According to Aristotle's analysis in book IV (chapters 1-5) of the Physics, the defini- 
tion of place is to be interpreted in a correspondingly restricted way. In its proper sense, 
only “movable bodies" can be in a place (Physics IV 5 212b28f.). According to Aristo- 
tle, geometric objects are also in a place (see Physics IV 1 208b22-25, DGC 323a1£); 
this is an exception to the rule which needs special justification; see below. 


74 THOMAS BUCHHEIM 


way must necessarily be described by the predicates “being heavy” and 
“being light”; and that such things are always capable of acting or of 
being acted upon in a causal relation. So if all the things which are 
able to touch, inasmuch as they enter at all into a causal relationship, 
must also be subject to being affected, it would be impossible to have 
what Aristotle describes in 323a12 as essential for his theory of affect- 
ing relationships, and what he everywhere else assumes to be possible 
and conceivable, namely that there are “unmoved movers”, that 1s, 
principles of motion or of effects, which in producing the motion or 
effect which originates in them, remain unaffected by any reactive effect 
of this motion. Now, as there can be no doubt that Aristotle considered 
unmoved movers to be possible and necessary, one cannot tie being 
in a specific place to the completely general requirements for being in 
a contact relationship.*! Otherwise everything which affects or moves 
something would have to be a thing described as being heavy or being 
light; and if this were so, it would likewise experience a reaction, that 
is, 1t would be exposed to being affected or to being moved. 

On the basis of this argument, one is compelled to interpret the 
direction of implication in 322b33 in the second possible sense, namely 
that everything which has a place has a position, but that the converse 
is not true: not everything which has a position has a place. 


3. The difference between place and position according to Aristotle 


So if the direction of implication of the sentence 322b32-323al must 
be interpreted in such a way that the fact that something has a place 
implies that it has a position (but not necessarily the converse), and if 
also the definition of contact applies to any and all things that have a 
position (but not necessarily a place), then the meaning of the categories 
of place and position in Aristotle must be explained more precisely if 
one is to understand adequately the meaning of the qualified consid- 
erations in DGC I 6. 

To understand place we can appeal to an entire treatise by Aristotle, 
namely Physics IV 1-5, but for the essentials of the concept of posi- 
tion we must refer to the few remarks by Aristotle on this subject in 
Categories 6 and 7. Nevertheless it is clear that the conditions for having 
a position are necessarily satisfied by the conditions for having a place 


3! So clearly 323a22f, as cited above. 
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because of the relationship of implication that has been shown to exist 
between them. For this reason we should begin with the conceptual 
characteristics of position, since they will be further restricted by the 
conditions which determine place. In any case the determination of 
position forms a sort of common foundation for both. 

It is clear from the Categories that position represents a category, 
namely that of «etoQo1 (being situated)? which is presented in the 
list of ten categories next to nov (being somewhere).* Aristotle gives 
a more exact characterisation of the specification of the position of 
things in Categories 6, where he wishes to distinguish between continu- 
ous and discontinuous quantities. Position always participates in the 
relationship between the parts of a (non-temporal) continuous quantity, 
while discrete quantities have no positioned parts.** Hence information 
about the criteria for specifying position is mostly to be taken from this 
chapter. Because I cannot quote all of the pertinent passages from the 
Categories here, I give only the criteria to be extracted from them, and 
provide evidence for these through selected passages in the footnotes. 
There are four criteria for position which can be gathered from various 
considerations offered in that work: 


(1) Findability. Something can have a position only if it can be found 
somewhere in relation to something else somewhere else.” 

(2) Contiguity. In order to have a specific position, a findable object 
must have a common border with another findable part of the same 
object or of a contiguous object.?? 


32 Categories 4 1b27. 

55 The fact that both “being somewhere” and “position” are listed is not just a 
redundancy, even if this makes it possible for different categories to overlap. On the 
contrary, through consulting many places in the Physics (e.g, IV 1 208a29-32 and 
209a23, 5 212b27f.), “being somewhere” has to be understood in such a wide sense 
that everything that exists at all has to be somewhere, and there is nothing that exists 
as “something” in its own right which does not exist “somewhere”. (It even exists “in 
something other than itself”; cf. Physics IV 3 210a26 and 210b8-10.) Hence being 
somewhere cannot be identified either with position or with place; rather one can treat 
it as a neutral “being local” or “being in a neighbourhood". 

9* E.g. Categories 6 5a36f.: “Some quantities then are composed of parts which have 
position, others are not composed of parts which have position". 

3 Categories 6 5a17—19: “For example, the parts of a line have position in relation 
to one another: each of them is situated somewhere, and you could distinguish them 
and say where each is situated in the plane". 

39 Categories 6 5a19-22: Likewise one could say, “which one of the other parts it 
joins on to. Similarly, the parts of a plane have some position here again: one could 
say where each is situated and which join on to one another". 
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(3) Continuous coordination. Two positioned objects must be contigu- 
ous with each other through different findable parts within the same 
continuous magnitude. 

(4) Stability. In order to have position relative to each other, two 
continuous objects must have a stable relationship to each other.” 


Aristotle himself says in the Categories that these four criteria apply also 
to place,” but not, for example, to time. For time fails at least to satisfy 
the fourth criterion, stability. Hence one can infer that, in Aristotle’s 
opinion, place also has a position, insofar as it satisfies all four of the 
criteria. This fits in with our remarks above about the direction of 
implication in the sentence in DGC I 6 322b33 f." 

Looking at Aristotle’s treatment of place in Physics IV 1-5, we can add 
four further criteria which according to Aristotle characterise place but 
not position; or better, which characterise a thing which has a place: 


(5) Containment. Place is not a property of something in the place, 
that is of the body to be found there,” but an enclosing, adjoining 
container for it from outside.” So it is not continuous with but actually 


37 Categories 6 5a22—26: “Similarly, the parts of a plane have some position here 
again: one could say where each is situated and which join on to one another. So, 
too, with the parts of a solid. [...] With a number, on the other hand, one could not 
observe that the parts have some position in relation to one another or are situated 
somewhere, nor see which of the parts join on to one another”. 

38 Categories 6 5a26—36: “Nor with the parts of a time either; for none of the parts 
of a time endures, and how could what is not enduring have any position? [...] And 
language similarly. For none of its parts endures, once it has been uttered it can no 
longer be recaptured; and so its parts cannot have position, seeing that none of them 
endures”. 

% Categories 6 5a23; cf. 5a8—-14. So a place has parts connected with each other in 
the same way in which the body which occupies the place has parts, each of which 
occupies a different place. 

# That does not hold without exception in all cases, as we shall see. For “the heav- 
ens”, taken as a whole, is the place for everything, but it is never somewhere in relation 
to something else somewhere else, and so does not completely satisfy findability as a 
criterion of having a determinate position. On this point cf. Physics IV 5 212b8f. 

^! Yet the implication holds true without exception that everything having a place 
or in a place also has a position. Since the heavens have no place, they don’t violate 
this principle. Cf. the previous footnote. 

# See Physics IV 1 209a6-14. 

5 See Physics IV 2 209b27—32. Cf. 4 212a2—6 and 15-21. In this context cf. especially 
the observations of Denis O’Brien 2006 pp. 66-72. According to those observations, 
place is really only the two dimensional inner “boundary” of the surrounding body, 
whose position coincides with the boundary of the contained object. But place is not 
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in contact with the thing in the place in question.“ For this reason, 
because place has the same extension as, and is in contact with, the 
thing to be found in it, the second criterion of position, contiguity, 1s 
also satisfied by the things in a place. 

(6) Separability. The thing which occupies a place can be removed 
from this place without altering it, and the place remains the same even 
if the thing which occupied it has been removed. This is one of the 
most important characteristics of place according to the Aristotelian 
analysis of it: a place really is something which has a certain distinct 
existence of its own.“ 


This is not true for position, which, according to further consider- 
ations by Aristotle in the Categories, is a relative concept. For everything 
belonging to the category npóg tt has no existence of its own, but has 
an existence which is only derived from something else.“ So one can 
change the position of something and even put something else in the 
same position as the first thing; but the first thing does not have to be 
taken out of its position beforehand, nor does the position remain any 
longer ‘on its own’ if nothing has that position. On the other hand, a 
place would still remain in existence as an empty place," if it were at 
all possible for something empty to exist according to Aristotle, as it is, 
for example, for Democritus. 


(7) Orientation. According to Aristotle, place shows differences of 
region and direction which belong to the place itself. Above and below, 
right and left, before and behind—always considered from the point 
of view of the perpendicular center of the universe—are absolute 
characteristics of a place,“ which as already seen in DGC I 6, play a 


the same as the three dimensional measurement which it includes, or as the volume 
filled by the body which occupies it. 

^ Physics IV 4 211a29-36. 

5 Cf e.g. Physics IV 1 208b10£, 209a23, 4 210b32, 211a3, and elsewhere. 

46 Cf. Categories 7 6a36—-b6: “We call relatives all such things as are said to be just what 
they are, of or than other things, or in some other way in relation to something else. [...] 
The following, too, and their like, are among relatives: state, condition, perception, 
knowledge, position. For each of these is called what it is (and not something differ- 
ent) of something else. A state is called a state of something, knowledge knowledge of 
something, position position of something, and the rest similarly". 

*? Of. Physics IV 1 208b26f. 

48 According to Aristotle, these differences and asymmetries of direction guarantee 
the ontological autonomy of place. See especially Physics IV 1 208b8—22. 
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large part in the interaction of bodies and in their natural compulsion 
at all times towards their “home” place (below for heavy objects, above 
for light ones): 


Now these are regions or kinds of place—up and down and the rest of 
the six directions. Nor do such distinctions (up and down and right and 
left) hold only in relation to us. To us they are not always the same but 
change with the direction in which we are turned. [...] But in nature each 
is distinct, taken apart by itself. It is not every chance direction which is 
up, but where fire and what is light are carried; similarly, too, down is 
not any chance direction but where what has weight and what is made 
of earth are carried—the implication being that these places do not differ 
merely in position, but also as possessing distinct powers. '? 


The implications of this peculiarity of place cannot be expounded in 
detail at this point. It is important only to set out the difference between 
determination of place and determination of position completely. 


(8) Exclusivity. The last criterion of place, namely its exclusivity, which 
distinguishes it from position, follows” from the seventh. For according 
to Aristotle, only one thing can occupy a place, except accidentally. So 
if something occupies a place, it must first be removed from it before 
another thing can take its place?! In contrast, according to the four 
criteria of position in the Categories, for instance, a place can have the 
same position as the body in it.” 

So we have solid grounds for stating the thesis that, according to 
Aristotle, having a specific place is a much more restrictive specification 
for the things which can be found somewhere than is having a specific 
position. Consequently, the definition of contact, which applies only to 
things which have a position, could possibly be satisfied by more things 
than just by those which have a place. 


?? Physics IV 1 208b13-22. 

5 For because a place has orientation, the bodies in a place acquire heaviness and 
lightness; Physics IV 1 208b19—22; cf. DGC I 6 323a6-9. By virtue of this they contend 
for their place and tend to push each other away. 

51 Cf. e.g. Physics IV 1 208b1-8 and 209a6f. 

5 Of. e.g. Categories 6 5a23 in connection with 528-14. 
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4. What has a position or a place according to Anstotle? 


In view of the criteria which have been set forth, one can now get 
a better idea of what kinds of things have or do not have a place 
according to Aristotle, and what kinds of things have or do not have 
a position. As already mentioned, everything which occupies a place 
has a position according to Aristotle. But, conversely, not everything 
which has a position has a place. Something has a particular place only 
because it is contained by something else which is contiguous with it.” 
Place is always an external container of the thing which occupies it, 
and never a part or property of the thing in question. In contrast to 
this, something has a position because its own boundaries are specified 
within a continuous magnitude in relation to something else somewhere 
else. Consequently, according to Aristotle, a point has a position, but 
it does not have a place in its own right.?* For it is not contained by 
something else which has a common border with it, but coincides with 
the border of something at a place.” 

Likewise, according to Aristotle, “the heavens" do not occupy a place, 
for they are not surrounded by anything.?? Yet they provide a place for 
everything in them, since they move in a circle, and therefore all parts 
of the heavens are contained within their outer boundary as bodies 
which move relative to each other”? So, as Aristotle emphasises, the 
heavens as a whole have a place only accidentally? namely because all 
of its parts together, thanks to the circular rotation of the heavens, are 
contained by something and thereby have a determinate place. 

Moreover, as already seen in the Categories, place itself usually has a 
position, for, as Aristotle stresses, it 1s In something—namely *as the 
limit is in the limited ?— which is somewhere in relation to something 
else somewhere else. In this way a place always has the same position 


5 See especially Physics IV 5 212a31£. 

** It has no place: Physics IV 212b24f. But it has a position: Metaphysics ^ 6 1016b26. 
There are good grounds for believing that Aristotle nevertheless conceded that “math- 
ematical objects” as a whole have a place: see below. But this explicitly comes only 
from their position relative to us, given that we have a place directly; see Physics IV 1 
208b22—25. Geometrical objects, such as e.g. a point, have a position in their own 
right, but they have a place only relative to us. 

5 Cf. Physics IV 1 209a7-13. 

5 See Physics IV 5 212b8-10. 

7 Physics IV 5 212b10-22. 
8 Physics IV 5 212b11£f. 
9 Physics IV 5 212b27—29. 


80 THOMAS BUCHHEIM 


as the body which occupies it. But although the place has a position 
in this way, it does not occupy a place, and so itself does not have a 
place.” Rather, as the border of the directly enclosed body, it is merely 
findable and, moreover, satisfies the other three criteria for having a 
position. The bounding body in which a place exists is not the thing 
at the place concerned, but rather a different thing contiguous with it 
and enclosing it from outside.*! 

According to Aristotle, this is also true of the soul, which has a place 
only accidentally.” But the reason for this is completely different from 
that in the case of the heavens, since no part of the soul has a place, 
while by contrast all parts of the heavens do. Rather, only the body 
whose soul it is has a place, since it is always surrounded by other bod- 
ies which are contiguous with it. This corresponds to containment, the 
fifth criterion for having a specific place presented above, which is a 
criterion only for having a place, but not for having a position. 

It is instructive to check how a soul can satisfy the criteria (1)-(4) 
for having a position without also satisfying the criteria (5)-(8), which 
apply only to things which have a place, that 1s, especially to bodies. 
Just as a soul does not satisfy the containment criterion (5), so does 
it fail to satisfy the remaining criteria, separability, orientation, and 
exclusivity. One cannot say that a soul, as a soul, is contained by other 
bodies (criterion 5); that is true only for its body, which besides having 
a position, also has a place. Moreover, the soul cannot be separated 
from the location in which it 1s found (criterion 6), since it doesn't exist 
disunited from the matter in which it is found. It is not susceptible to 
being heavy or being light; that is, it is not naturally oriented towards a 
particular direction (criterion 7). And, finally, the soul does not acquire 
its location exclusively, since the body and its place occupy the same 
position without being the same as the soul. Thus we can confirm 
Aristotle's opinion that the soul has no place except accidentally, that 
is, insofar as it is found in a body which has a place. 

On the other hand, the soul satisfies perfectly well the criteria (1)-(4) 
for just having a position. Since it is first and necessarily located in 
the matter of the body® whose soul it is; the soul entirely on its own 
satisfies this primary criterion for having a position, since according 


5 See e.g. Physics IV 2 21026. 

9! Cf. Physics IV 4 211b14, 21226, 212a20f. 
9? Physics IV 5 212b12. 

55 Physics IV 3 210221; cf. 2 209b30f. 
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to Aristotle it cannot exist disunited from its matter Second, the soul 
must be understood as the “form” and “boundary” of the ensouled 
body, and it is thus contiguous with this, satisfying the second criterion. 
Third, for two souls in different locations one can give precisely those 
parts and distances in the continuum of space through which they are 
connected with each other (continuous coordination). And finally the 
soul naturally satisfies the criterion of stability. 

So it follows clearly and without doubt that the soul has a position 
according to the criteria specified above, but that it has a place only 
accidentally. For it somehow belongs to or exists in the body at this 
place,? while the place itself does neither, but always exists in and 
only in the enclosing body. Yet just as a place according to Aristotle is a 
different thing from the body which occupies it, but they nevertheless 
have the same position, so in the given case the soul of this body 1s 
a different thing from the body, but because of the reasons explained 
above, it occupies the same position as the body. 

Finally, *mathematical objects" are also, like a soul, a kind of bound- 
ary of a body, namely the one from which they have been abstracted. 
Of course they are only directly determined by the body as such, not 
like the soul its primary substance. But they have the same position 
as the body which they delimit. Since, according to Aristotle's point 
of view, they cannot exist on their own or separately (unlike the soul, 
they cannot even be defined separately from their bodies), since they 
are merely measurements abstracted from a body, Aristotle hesitates 
to attribute to them a place, as he does to bodies in the strict sense. 
For something can only have a place in the strict sense if it is able to 
be distinguished and removed from the place in which it happens to 
be found.®’ But that holds true only for the body, but not for the limits 
through which it marks a place, if it can be found there and as long 
as it can be found there. To this is added the difficulty that, according 
to Aristotle, “mathematical things", that is, geometrical objects, cannot 
in themselves satisfy the seventh criterion of place in themselves, and 
independently from the body from which they are abstracted; that 
is, they do not have an orientation relative to “up”, “down”, “right”, 


ê Metaphysics A 17 1022a4—6; cf. © 8 1050a15£. 

55 C£. De Anima II 2 414a20-22. 

56 Since the soul as a form necessarily exists in a material object. 
& Cf Physics IV 1 209a7—13. 

8 Hence they don't satisfy the eighth criterion either; see below. 
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“left”, and so on. But Aristotle is already inclined in the Physics, as 
well as in our passage in DGC I 6, to allow mathematical objects as 
products of our thought through abstraction, to be in a specific place, 
not just to be in a specific position.” For this has the great advantage 
that geometrical figures—insofar as they are in a place—can be taken 
away from it and moved somewhere else, and thus become alterable 
in respect of their position (by geometric operations such as reflection 
or rotation), which would not be possible if they could only be charac- 
terised as being exactly what they are through their position. 


5. The définition of contact in DGC I 6 


We can now gain a clearer view of the complex relations it describes 
if we return to the passage from DGC I 6 which we have already 
quoted,” in which Aristotle gives his definition of contact, which a 
few sentences later he designates as holding “universally” for all things 
which have position and one of which is the efficient cause of the 
other. This definition should not always require that a thing which 
affects or moves an object which it contacts should receive through 
contact with this object a reaction or retroactive effect. This definition 
asserts that things touch each other or have reciprocal contact (GAANA@Y 
anti DGC I 6 322b27f) only if in the relationship between them 
one thing causes an effect while the other “suffers in the proper sense 
of the term” (322b28). But since, according to Aristotle, in a causal 
relationship between bodies, both bodies always affect each other, both 
of them consequently suffer from the reciprocal effect in the course 
of which both of them change. Yet a few sentences later (323a16-20) 
Aristotle insists that there are efficient causes in which the agent does 
not undergo suffering (nó&Ooc) and so experiences no alteration (nófog 
dé kað’ doov &AXoioOto 323219). Therefore the objects which touch in 
this fashion need not, because of this, touch each other, since the con- 
dition specified in this passage (that the recipient of the effect "suffers" 
in the proper sense of the term) is not satisfied. We shall now clarify 


$9 See Physics IV 1 208b22-25: “This is made plain also by the objects studied by 
mathematics. Though they have no place, they nevertheless, in respect of their posi- 
tion relatively to us, have a right and left as these are spoken of merely in respect of 
relative position, not having by nature these various characteristics". 


70 322b26-323a6. 
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how Aristotle conceives of this relation, and how he can harmonise it 
with the universal definition of contact. 

Our considerations above have made it clear why Aristotle returns 
at this point to mathematical objects, which must be able to satisfy 
the definition of contact in the same sense as things which are causally 
related to each other. It is not proper to make the preexistence of a 
causal relationship the only ground for the existence of contact in the 
sense of the universal definition of contact, as some interpreters have 
proposed." For in that case mathematical objects would drop out of 
the range of this definition, and it would consequently no longer be 
universal. Yet geometrical objects are even more interesting in another 
respect. Unlike bodies which have a causal relationship, geometrical 
objects allow different things to satisfy the definition of contact by 
occupying the same position or partially overlapping positions. For 
example, a circle inscribed in a triangle touches the triangle in exactly 
those parts which have the same position as the parts of the triangle 
with which they coincide. The portion of the triangle and the circle 
have outer bounds which coincide, as the universal definition of con- 
tact requires. So wherever a part of the circle coincides with a part 
of the triangle, contact occurs, not only where the inscribed circle 1s 
tangent to the sides of the triangle. So the definition given by Aristotle 
also covers cases in which different objects occupy the “same” position 
partially or entirely. 

For this reason one must observe very carefully how Aristotle in 
323a4—6 immediately restricted the universal definition of contact (1.e., 
having the outer bounds coincide) to cases in which discrete magnitudes 
are in reciprocal contact with each other: 


Assuming, therefore, that to touch 1s—as we have defined it in a previous 
work,"?—to have the extremes together, all? those things will touch one 
another which, being separate magnitudes and possessing position, have 
their extremes together." 


In any case, magnitudes separate from each other have among other 
things bodies which affect each other reciprocally. For having a specific 


?' E.g., Gill (1989) p. 198: “In On Generation and Corruption 1.6 he relaxes the conditions 
for contact still further to include a general (ko86X0v) notion requiring only that two 
objects are located and the one is the mover and the other moved (323a22-23)". 

7 See Physics V 3 226b23, and cf. 227a21-27. 

? “Only” (ROT). 

™ DGC I 6 323a3-6. 
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place does not allow, if it is predicated in its proper and complete sense, 
for two things to occupy the same place either completely or partially. 
Only for mathematical objects does this exclusiveness of place not apply 
with the same strictness, since, as we have seen, they have a place only 
through their position in relation to us, but not in virtue of their own 
nature. The given unwersal definition of contact does not exclusively 
apply to things in a place, but to all things which have a position, and 
therefore must apply not just to things which have completely disjoint 
positions, but also to things which overlap each other in respect of 
their positions either completely or partially. According to this defini- 
tion, we cannot exclude the possibility that the things which satisfy it 
are not connected with each other in a reciprocal relationship, but only 
in one which is one sided. Of course, this is also true for mathematical 
objects, which can overlap each other completely or partially. Whether 
they are in contact everywhere or only the outermost bounds of their 
parts coincide, they are in mutual contact with each other. But accord- 
ing to the principles which have been explained, there could also be 
a one sided contact with unmoved movers as described below, to the 
extent that they exist in matter and hence occupy the same position 
as the bodies which they delimit. So now we must make it clear why, 
according to Aristotle’s view, an unmoved mover of this kind (Le., a 
soul) must touch the body which it moves, but must not be touched by 
it through causing this motion. If this is clearly understood, something 
could happen in one and the same case that Aristotle has described as 
possible; namely, that in one sense the mover touches the thing moved, 
while in another sense it does not: 


a sense in which the things which cause motion will touch the things 
they move [namely in the sense of the general definition of contact] and 
a sense in which they will not [i.e. not in the sense of reciprocal contact 
between separate magnitudes ].^? 


How then can it be understood that, according to Aristotelian principles, 
a soul which moves a body touches the body which it moves, which 
does not “touch the toucher", as Aristotle expresses the main point 
in 323a29? How can it be that a merely one sided contact takes place 
between the two, even though contact, as Aristotle himself describes it," 


7 323a21f 
75 See 323a29-31: “That which touches need not touch a thing which touches is. 
Nevertheless it is commonly supposed that touching must be reciprocal, because mov- 
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is almost always thought of as a symmetrical relationship?" The reason 
is that that there is an essentially asymmetrical relationship between soul 
and body, which is nevertheless fundamental for all further relations 
into which they can enter, in particular the relation between something 
which is merely a capability and something which exists in complete 
actualisation. For, according to Aristotle, the soul “is not a body but 
something belonging to a body”, * namely its “form”” or *actuality".9? 
But the form is the internal principle which delimits one body from the 
others which it contacts.*! In the case of a living being, this limitation 
originates in an autonomous inner principle—the soul—and not on 
external interaction with other bodies. Hence the soul (in accordance 
with its definition) must be an independent substance in the matter 
of the body? which of course does not exist apart from its matter, 
and hence, as we have already seen, occupies the same position as the 
living body. In this respect, because it occupies the same position as 
the living body despite being a different kind of thing, it touches the body 
everywhere, and the universal definition of contact (having contiguous 
boundaries) will be satisfied. 

On the other hand, the soul cannot be touched by the body as such, 
since it, understood as a mere body, is a living being only potentially, but 
not really in a state of real actualisation. For, according to Aristotle, 
the organic body as such has only the possibility of life, and is actually 
living only thanks to its movement and activities, whose cause is the 


ers which belong to the same kind as the moved impart motion by being moved”, cf. 
De Anima I 2 403b29—31, 404a24f. 

7 Also, according to Physics VIII 5 258a19-21, such a case always exists when a 
soul functions as the principle of movement for a living body. 

? De anima II 2 414a20f:: “relative to a body” (ROT). 

7? E.g. De Anima II 1 412a14—17. 

2 E.g. De Anima II 2 414a19-21, 25-28; cf. Metaphysics H 3 1043235. 

9! Metaphysics A 17 1022a4—6. 

® A different something (étepdv tı), as Aristotle is in the habit of saying; cf. Meta- 
physics Z 17 1041b6—-9, 17 and 19; De Anima I 4 408221. 

** Cf on the other hand ôuoyevñ 323230 (see footnote 76 above) and thy “Anv... thv 
abtiv...donep yévos öv in I 7 324b6f. The reason why we normally permit no one- 
sided contact is, as Aristotle says in 323230, that we always have before our eyes the 
operation of things “of the same kind” on each other. But according to his under- 
standing, the form (soul) and matter of a thing are of different kinds (Metaphysics A 28 
1024b10-12). Nevertheless they have, as explained above, the same position. But if 
different things have the same position either partially or completely, then they without 
any doubt satisfy the universal definition of contact, as one can see in the case of 
geometrical objects. 

** See De Anima II 1 411a27f. 
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soul. Only through the operation of the soul does the potentially living 
body receive its real actualisation, and thereby receives as a living body 
precisely those limits which the soul gives it. On the contrary, treated 
as a mere body—that is, potentially living—it does not possess exactly 
the same limits, and hence does not touch the soul, since the soul 
causes in it the activities of being alive.? And so the body, as a merely 
potentially living thing, does not touch the soul which moves it. And 
it is true, as Aristotle says in 323a31f, that in this case a mover “may 
touch the moved and yet itself be touched by nothing”. For the body 
as a mere body remains, so to speak, always a step behind the actual 
state of things, which gets caused in it as a living being through the 
activity of its soul. 


6. Unmoved movers in the natural context of cause and effect 


After Aristotle achieved the definition towards which he strove, he took 
two steps back to his proper subject, action and passion as conditions 
for the possibility of “generation” in one sense of the term. Next he 
concentrated on all those things which come into contact with each 
other in virtue of the fact that they occupy a place in their own right. 
These are exclusively movable bodies in the physical universe. When 
they touch each other, they always affect each other in such a way 
that both objects suffer (in its proper sense) influence and alteration. 
Mathematical objects do not have a place in their own right, but only 
through their position in relation to us: 


And since position belongs to all those things® which also have a place, 
while the primary differentiation of place 1s the above and the below (and 
the similar pairs of opposites), all things which touch one another will 
have weight or lightness—either both these quantities or the one or the 
other of them. But bodies which are heavy or light are such as to act and 
suffer action. Hence it is clear that those things are such as to touch one 
another, which (being separate magnitudes) have their extremes together 
and are able to move, and be moved by, one another?" 


It 1s informative to see how Aristotle applies specification through a 
place as the foundation for those operations of bodies on each other 


5 Cf. e.g. De Anima II 1 413b1£, 4 415b2—28. 
3 “Only to those things" (ROT). 
# DGC I 6 32326-12. 
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through contact in which they alter each other. For having a place is 
the origin of what makes a body contentious with another. This is not 
just because each object demands a place, but also because it demands 
a specific place, and under some conditions it demands a place diferent 
from the one which it occupies at the moment. For a body’s being 
heavy (or being light) expresses that, if it were allowed, it would take 
a different place from the one it now has.? Hence bodies take hold of 
each other, and mutual displacement and influence occurs, under which 
both of them suffer alike. But this happens only when mutual contact 
occurs “naturally”, e.g., as a result of their actually occupying specific 
places, and not when we attribute a virtual place to magnitudes, such 
as to mathematical objects, as discussed above. 

In a second step, Aristotle makes it clear that what has been said so 
far does not exhaustively characterise the concept of possible partners 
in a relationship of cause and effect which always is to be brought 
about through contact. For it would then appear that a// possible effec- 
tive causes in the nature of physical bodies would influence each other 
mutually. But that cannot be so, because Aristotle has always, even in 
his works about biology and physics, defended the view that there must 
be “unmoved” causes of motion.? And these could not possibly be the 
same as bodies, if, on the contrary, as just described above, all bodies 
in principle operate in such a fashion that they suffer a reaction at the 
same time, because of their being naturally heavy or light: 


The manner in which the mover moves the moved is not always the 
same: whereas one kind of mover can only impart motion by being 
itself moved, another kind can do so though remaining itself unmoved. 
Clearly therefore we must recognise a corresponding variety in speaking 
of the acting thing too; for the mover is said to act and the acting thing 


88 Aristotle's being heavy and being light has been introduced here as a function of 
the place of bodies, not of their material constitution or size. This can support Denis 
O’Brien’s theory that, unlike Democritus and Plato, Aristotle would like to detach 
weight from the “primal unity” of corporeal bodies, and to attach it instead to the 
objective diversity of perceptible bodies as a specific property of the object at a given 
time. Cf. e.g. O'Brien (1977) p. 73£ 

89 This will be established in greater detail in chapter 7. Relative to the concept of an 
unmoved mover, cf. the cogent analysis in Manuwald (1989) pp. 14-19, 69-81, and 119. 
I disagree with him only at the place (p. 15, footnote 31) in which he states the opinion 
that in DGC I 6 the possibility of there being unmoved movers does not depend on the 
possibility of one-sided contact, but rather the reverse. For this would take Aristotle’s 
subtle advance which has just been presented and turn it upside down. 
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to impart motion. All the same,” there is a difference between them and 
they ought to be distinguished; for not every mover is capable of act- 
ing—31f, that is, we oppose “that which acts” to “that which is affected", a 
term which applies to those whose movement 1s affection, affection being 
restricted to that in respect of which a thing alters, such as whiteness and 
heat—but moving extends wider than acting does.?! 


So here Aristotle returns for the first time to his reservation about 
Diogenes's thesis that not everything which must be understood as an 
operative cause in the generation of things can actually possess one 
and the same underlying nature. But one must ask, if, as just said, 
all things which have a place by nature and which touch each other 
must possess heaviness and lightness in consequence of their having 
specific places, then can there be a consistent understanding of such 
an exception to the usual activity in respect of heaviness and lightness 
in the realm of nature? 

The answer which Aristotle gives to this question, and that which 
we can now clearly see after our analysis of the definition of contact, 
is this: there has to be something, which must be understood as being 
separate from the matter of bodies, and which has no place as such, 
but which in consequence of its position touches something else which 
has a position and a place as well. It is not just a mathematical object, 
since it causes something else to move. But neither is it a body which 
is capable of having effects, because this must always possess a place, 
which allows it to have mutual contact with other bodies in other places, 
and through them to influence something. Rather it is a thing which 
has a position which coincides with that of a body in a specific place. 
Hence, in conformity with the universal definition of contact, it touches 
the body concerned, but for the reason described, it is not touched in 
turn by that body. So this does not concern “discrete magnitudes” but 
something which exists in another thing”? while causing the second 
thing to move via its one-sided contact with it and so remaining itself 
unmoved by the other thing. 


% Lines 323a16-20 follow Williams’s translation (1982). 

% DGC I 6 323a12—20. 

% See e.g. Metaphysics Z 11 1036b23f and 1037a28-30. Cf. in this matter Buch- 
heim (2002). 
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7. Unaltered causes and diversity of their underlying nature 


One should understand chapter 7 of DGC as a direct continuation of 
chapter 6. In the earlier chapter, Aristotle intended to study action and 
passion as the most important and indispensable mechanism of every 
kind of “generation”. Diogenes’s principle states that any two things 
which are related to each other in a context of cause and effect must 
have a common origin, and hence they must possess a single underly- 
ing nature. This principle, which was basically acceptable in Aristotle’s 
opinion, nevertheless induced him to make a distinction in respect to 
the concept of contact, in order to provide a basis for certain excep- 
tions to Diogenes’s principle. Now Aristotle sees that he is in a position 
to examine the mechanism of action and passion itself. 

In order to understand chapter 7, it is important for us to remember 
two points from the discussion in chapter 6: (1) The influence of bod- 
ies upon each other is based on mutual contact, through which two 
objects in distinct places influence each other, and both suffer alteration; 
this may be called the law of altering influence by something which 
has contrary dispositions and qualities. (2) The definition of contact 
by means of the concept of position makes it possible to have cases of 
one-sided influence; in these cases the movement which has been caused 
does not itself produce an effect in the object which caused the move- 
ment; this is the law of unchanging influence by something which 1s 
different but has no contrary dispositions and qualities. 

At the beginning of chapter 7, Aristotle contrasts these two ideas: 
first, that only unlike and contrary things can affect each other, second, 
that only like things can be regarded as really effective. Almost all ear- 
lier cosmologists defended the first idea. In contrast, only Democritos? 
defended the second, the man whom Aristotle otherwise regarded as 
his strongest opponent in respect to the natural sciences. By agreeing 
with Diogenes, Aristotle has in no way chosen as his starting point the 
position for which Democritos 1s regarded as the authority. The salient 
point here 1s whether the object which acts directly upon another is 
“like” or “contrary” to it, not whether the two related objects must 
derive from a common nature. This last point is what Diogenes proposed 


% Cf. eg. DK 68 B 164: similar objects tend to gather together (wg àv ovvayoyóv 
tt éxobong TOV xpoyuótov tfjg Ev TODTOIg óuorótnToç) and have a specific effect in 
consequence of their accumulation; cf. DK 68 A 135 (Theophrastus, De sensu) 64: 6 
tt yàp äv GOpovv À, toT &ioybew excoto. 
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in his theory, while in respect to the other point he obviously shared 
the opinion of all the others. Aristotle did not. Although he shared 
the opinion of the others as to the reciprocal activity between bodies, 
including Diogenes’s principle of the unity of their underlying nature, 
yet he is able to take something from Democritos’s point of view as 
well. His argumentation takes four steps in that direction. 

In the first step Aristotle combines the opposed points of view (act- 
ing through the same and acting through the opposed) into a common 
structure, namely the general structure of mutual influence between 
bodies. Consequently “it is necessary that the active and passive objects 
be of one and the same kind on the one hand, but on the other hand 
that they be unlike and opposed through their form" (323b31-33). He 
shows that, seen in this way, in the case of every interaction there is 
a "change into the opposite" (324a13£), which, as we know from the 
earlier chapters, always involves an underlying matter which is the same 
for both contraries.” 

In the second step (from 324a15 on), Aristotle evaluates this discovery 
through examples, looking at both sides of a causal relationship, the act- 
ing object on one side and the affected object on the other. In this way 
he establishes that the given structure of mutual influence implies and 
must imply that both suffering and acting can always be attributed to 
two instances, namely on the one hand to a certain subject (drokeluevov 
324216, cf. a20) of action or passion (the matter of the mutual influ- 
ence) and on the other hand to the oppositely disposed agent or patient. 
Both a man and the coldness in him experience becoming warm, and 
both the man and the heat in him cause the warming (324a15—24). To 
the extent to which the whole man undergoes a suffering which alters 
him, to that extent he cannot be the ultimate source of the alteration 
which he suffers. Otherwise he would have to suffer under himself and 
become something else through himself; this cannot be countenanced 
according to Aristotle (cf. 323b21—24). No matter how much a man 
causes warming, yet as long as he suffers alteration during the warming, 
he cannot be the principle or the ultimate root cause of the process of 
warming. Rather he creates warmth as one who suffers it at the same 
time, or produces warmth as one who is likewise being warmed, and 
so he moves only as a moved object, as Aristotle 1s careful to say. The 
source of the origin of motion cannot lie in him, in this bundle of 


* See e.g. I 2 317a20-27, 3 319a17—21, 4 320a 2-5. 
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bodies, as understood in the process of mutual influence. The bundle 
in the process of mutual influence is, in respect of the factor which is 
the ultimate mover, always and necessarily incomplete. 

In a third step, (beginning at 324a24), this insight, namely that there 
are two possible distinct factors of affecting and being affected (one thing 
in contrary states or the subject of an action or passion) is transferred to 
motion and its principles. On the one hand, the subject which contains 
the principle can be conceived of as the starting point of the motion. 
On the other hand, something which is opposed to the moved thing 
can play this role. These principles can be distributed among differ- 
ent, independent things. If the principles are distributed in this way, 
then only the thing with a contrary quality will be altered, whilst the 
primary subject of motion can in turn be moved by a principle, which 
itself undergoes no affection. Aristotle's example for the latter case is a 
doctor who heals a patient thanks to his medical knowledge, by prescrib- 
ing wine as the immediately effective healing agent. Here, the doctor's 
medical knowledge, which is in a way identical with health and the 
healing activity, is the primary, unaffected cause of the motions (tò uv 
rpotov à&moég 324233), which lead to the healing of the patient by 
means of wine, which acts as the “final mover" (čoyatov 324232) due 
to its contrary qualities. In contrast, the medical knowledge is actually 
in the doctor as the principle of the whole motion. This could not 
be the case, if only contraries could be principles of motion. But it zs 
conceivable when, firstly, an independent thing is active, and, secondly, 
the principle of its activity is a form, which as Aristotle says, does not 
have “the same matter" as the thing that is changed.” 

In the fourth step (starting at 324b4), given that the principle of 
motion is in something other than that which 1s changed and suffers 
as a result of a mutual influence caused by that principle, this principle, 
considered as the acting or moving factor (which 1s completely indis- 
pensable for explaining how the whole chain of causes works) gets 
distinguished from the object which it moves first, and not, as previ- 
ously, the /ast thing which it involved through its activity, namely the 
wine and along with it the body of the patient. But the principle of 
the whole chain of influence moves the doctor first, or to put it more 
precisely, the body of the doctor. But it cannot in any way be said that 
this body "suffers in the proper sense of the term" (322b28) under 


95 


doa yàp ph exer thy abt Am, nowe? ino dvta 324a34 sq. 
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the movement caused in this way. So, what was presented in chapter 
6 and then proved to be possible according to the concept of contact 
actually occurs here: an unmoved principle of motion can be regarded 
as causing an effect in the strict sense through one sided contact, if 
the movement which this principle produces is in no way a suffering 
alteration of the body which receives the motion. The doctor’s body 
does not suffer the medicinal activity which leads to the healing of the 
patient, even though it is obviously the matter of many bodily inter- 
actions which take place in it, but for which it nevertheless not in all 
cases provides “the source of the origin of motion”. Here at the end 
we see that Democritos was right, or more so than we thought at first. 
When there is a chain of causes, the underlying nature is not always 
one and the same; that is, it is not always matter. But there really are 
cases in which “the like” (that is, the form in the soul of the doctor) is 
active as something that remains the same (in the body of the doctor). 
This activity is not adequately explained only by bodily parts in the 
doctor, which, being unlike and opposite to each other in kind, enter 
into a relation of mutual influence. 


For if things have not the same matter, the agent acts without being 
affected; thus the art of healing produces health without itself being 
acted upon in any way by that which is being healed. But the food, in 
acting, is itself in some way acted upon. [...] Those active powers, then, 
whose forms do not exist in matter® are unaffected; but those whose 
forms are in matter are such as to be affected in acting. For we maintain 
that one and the same matter is equally, so to say, the basis of either of 
the two opposed things—being as it were a kind; and that that which can 
be hot (Svvépevov Oepuóv) must be made hot, provided the heating agent 
is there, i.e. comes near.” 


Here once again the decisive difference in the nature of active factors 
gets presented: those which possess either not the same kind of matter” 
or have their form in no matter at all” act without experiencing any 


% “Are not embodied in matter" (ROT). 

% DGC I 7, 324a34—b9. 

% Tt has been asked (e.g. Wildberg 2004 pp. 236-8) whether Aristotle intends “the 
same matter" in the numerical sense or only to mean matter of the same kind. But 
if I am correct, this is not Aristotle's point here, because he is talking of the mp@tov 
kwodv (324a30) of the whole series of healing causes which is simply the form or 
“art of healing” as Wildberg himself hints on p. 237. But a form has different matter 
neither in the numerical nor in the sense of a different kind, but if at all has a different 
genus of matter (see the next note). 

9 The two phrases (Goo yàp uh Éxei Thy avdtty VAnv notet &xofi övta 324a34f., 
and 660 uv oiv uh £v VAN exer tiv uopgiiv, tata uèv &mofj tov romtâv 324b4£) 
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reaction. For they have nothing which could become the same with 
the opposite thing. Hence they never have the potentiality of being 
the opposite (cf. Suvépevov Oepuóv 324b8) of that which they produce, 
but they are and remain during their activity exactly what they are, 
namely actual. ‘Thus they act as things which remain the same as that 
which they produce and upon which they act.'°° On the other hand, 
the “active things” of the other sort, which have their form in mat- 
ter, and which in their activity remain in contact with matter which 
is determined in the opposite way, are always potentially the opposite, 
in that they, while altering and suffering, must become the opposite in 
the course of their activity. 

At this point the main idea of the chapter is finished in which the 
general structure of the interaction of bodies is developed from two 
related concepts of the physiologists about action and passion. The 
combination of both concepts in a common structure leads Aristotle 
to the insight that collections of bodies which influence each other and 
are structured in this way can never provide a complete explanation 
of causes, because the resulting events always make the participants 
subject to suffering, Rather one must assume an additional, separate 
principle of motion, one which either has its own form in matter—and 
then the explanation of the influence remains incomplete—or else has 
its form in no matter or not in the same matter as all other factors in 
the collection—and then this one functions as a “principle”; that is, 
it is really the “source of the origin of motion”. Whenever motion is 
produced, such a principle remains unmoved, and whenever an alter- 
ing effect is produced, such a principle remains without an altering 
reaction, that is, &roféc. 

The passage which closes the chapter (324b13-24) once again 
repeats?! that an acting principle of the kind described, one which 
does not have its form in matter, must always be a “source of the origin 


give exactly the same meaning, since in the first one the grammatical subject is directly 
‘form’ (“the art of healing" 324235), while in the second ‘the thing having form’, i.e. 
fire (324b19) or the doctor or some living thing in general. Regarding the former, it 
1s obvious that, according to Aristotle, there is a sort of *matter' for knowledge (cf. 
Metaphysics M 10 1087a17) like the mentioned “art of healing" which is not of the same 
genus as corporeal matter; while, regarding the second, the form of an ensouled body 
for Aristotle is indeed a form separated from or ‘without’ the matter of that body (cf. 
DGC I 5 322a28, Metaphysics Z 10 1035a28f., 11 1037a2-30). 

100 For according to Aristotle, the receiver of an effect always becomes like the thing 
which causes it (cf. 342a10f), even if in this case the thing which causes the effect does 
not suffer a reaction. 

101 As already in chapter 6 323a17—20. 


94 THOMAS BUCHHEIM 


of motion”. For this reason it can be neither an altering cause which 
is contrary to something which suffers, nor an “end for the sake of 
which”, which rather forms a goal or object of the motion produced. 
On the other hand, the object in which such a principle of motion 
exists and operates has already reached its goal; that is, it has already 
actualised the state which has also been caused by the principle; so, 
for example, the doctor is already a man who possesses knowledge if 
the healing art moves him to perform a specific act of the kind which 
a doctor performs. The acts which he performs, based on his skill as 
a doctor, have as their goal the health of the patient, which does not 
yet exist; so if the doctor possessed no knowledge, there could be no 
other source or origin of the actions which would reach the desired 
goal (health). For, on the one hand, as Aristotle adds, the goal of its 
own can in no way be the ultimate cause of the healing process, except 
“metaphorically”, while, on the other hand, if the person were led to 
possessing the art of acting like a doctor by any other source of motion, 
then fhis activity would be an altering process, through which he would 
first become a doctor: 


The thing which is active is a cause in the sense of being that from 
which movement begins. The final cause is not active (so health is not 
active, except metaphorically). For when the agent is present the patient 
comes to be something, but when dispositions are present it is no longer 
a case of coming to be, but of already being, and forms and ends are 
dispositions of a sort.'? 


So, as long as the acting principle is still effective (that 1s, as long as the 
receiver of the action becomes in consequence of it something that 
he is not already), it becomes and suffers something under the influ- 
ence of the action, and consequently it is not itself the source of the 
origin of the motion, but a different thing in respect of notodv.'* Only 


12 The sentence gives a reason why the first cause of an altering process (like heal- 
ing an ill person) must be a moving (not altering) cause. This is so, because the art of 
medicine or form of the healing process is already established in the doctor’s body and 
therefore he is not becoming anything by being moved to the action of healing, while 
the ill patient or recipient of his action becomes healthy. 

03 DGC I 7 324b13-18, Williams’s translation. 

104 Compare this with Metaphysics © 8 1049b24—29: “For from the potential the 
actual is always produced by an actual thing, e.g. man by man, musician by musician; 
there is always a first mover, and the mover exist actually. We have said in our account 
of substance that everything that is produced is something produced from something 
and by something, and is the same in form [ROT: species] as it”. As long as a thing 
under influence is still becoming something else and developing, it does not yet have 
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when the goal has been reached, when the thing which has come to be 
really exists, only then can it form a “source of the origin of motion”, 
provided, as Aristotle explained earlier, that it does not have its form 
in matter. ® This case (when something doesn't have its form in mat- 
ter) forms the subject of the last sentences of the chapter. When does 
something have its state or its form in matter, and when does it not? 
Which things must do so and which things must be thought of as 
doing so, and which need not? Aristotle does not answer this question, 
and it is not a subject he discusses here. Rather the things which are 
bound up with action and passion occupy him at this point, such as, for 
example, fire and the like, which from Aristotle’s point of view have no 
state or form separated from matter. For example, the warmth of fire 
is nothing if it is separated from matter. It exists only as a body quali- 
fied in such-and-such a way, which thus never enters into relationships 
of mutual influence with other bodies without suffering a reaction in 
respect of its temperature. The question which has been raised does 
not need to be answered now. It is merely important to have recognised 
that “if there are any entities thus separable, what we are saying would 


be true of them”. 
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PLATO AND HIS HEIRS: FROM APULEIUS TO AUGUSTINE 


THE ORGANIZATION OF THE SOUL: 
SOME OVERLOOKED ASPECTS OF INTERPRETATION 
FROM PLATO TO LATE ANTIQUITY 


Kevin Corrigan 
(Emory University) 


There is a problematic complexity in the various presentations of tri- 
partition/bipartition of the soul in Plato’s dialogues that in turn seems 
in a puzzling way to have had a curious effect upon the presentation 
of the tripartite soul some 700 years later by Christian Fathers of the 
4th Century, Evagrius of Pontus and Gregory of Nyssa, a presenta- 
tion that suggests more than one version of tripartition. On the one 
hand, there is the classic version of the tripartite soul in Republic 4, 
regarded as definitive of “Plato’s thought” for nearly 2500 years: Plato, 
it is universally thought, believes in a tripartite soul: a “rational part” 
(tò AoylotiK6v), a “spirited part" (Ovudc), and a “desiring part” (tò 
éxiOvuntikdv).! Socrates establishes the famous analogy between the 
three parts or faculties of the human soul, on the one hand, and the 
three classes of society as well as their cardinal virtues, on the other 
(Rep. 435e-436b). He does so on the basis of the proposition that “the 
same thing will not be willing to do or suffer opposites at the same 
time, in the same respect, with regard to the same thing" (436 b 8-9). 
When something acts or is affected in opposite ways, we will recognize 
that we are not dealing with “the same thing,” but “more than one” 
(436c). The arguments associated with this are well known: since the 
same person is both thirsty and does not want to drink at the same 
time, this person must have two distinct elements, one thirsting and 
one fighting against this desire, namely, the appetitive and the rational 


! See WK.C. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, Cambridge, 1975, vol. iv, 422-6 
(and 425 n3); M. Dixsaut, Le naturel philosophe, Paris, 1985, 131#; 165-71; J Finamore, 
“The Tripartite soul in Plato's Republic and Phaedrus," in J. Finamore and R. Berchman 
(eds.), History of Platonism. Plato Redivivus, New Orleans, University Press of the South, 
2005, 35-52; and for the view that Plato is hesitant about the tripartite division, see 
TM. Robinson, Plato’s Psychology, 2nd ed., Toronto, 1995, 119-122. 
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(437b—439c); And since the same person (Leontion) both wishes to 
look at a corpse and is angry that he wishes to do so, there are again 
distinct elements at play, the appetitive and the spirited (439e—441c). 
So there are three elements in the soul and justice is the condition 
of psychic excellence in which each of these elements is in proper 
functioning relation to the others: “doing its own business (tà aœùtod 
mpattov)” (441e2).? Socrates calls these elements in the soul: uépn or 
“parts” (442b; 444b), et6n or “forms” (435c; 439e; 504a; cf. Phaedrus 
253c; Tim. 69c; 77b) and yévn “kinds”; he relates them to the objects 
of their activities; and he also seems to conceive them as faculties (e.g. 
tO Aoyiotikóv) and powers (Sdvapets).? Moreover, in Republic 4 Socrates 
evaluates this structure positively: while the Aoyiotwov is primary, the 
other two elements, the irascible and the appetitive, are not bad in 
themselves, for they possess their own proper excellence: wisdom for 
the rational, courage for the @vuds, moderation or temperance for the 
éxiOvuntikov, and justice for the unity of the whole (cf. 428b-429a; 
429a-430c; 430c-432b; 435b). At the root of this picture there seems 
to be the understanding that all three elements in the soul may be 
used either for good or ill, that is, cooperatively for the best function- 
ing of the “whole soul” or non-cooperatively for the meddling, unruly 
exchange, and ultimate fragmentation of psychic drives in the wicked 
soul (cf. 434 a ff); and this understanding, in turn, seems to provide a 
major perspective for understanding the structure of the argument of 
books 6-9, that is, the problem of positive cooperation in relation to 
the uáðnua or study of the good and dialectic in books 6-7,* on the 
one hand, and the problem of genealogical devolution or progressive 
degeneration in books 8-9, on the other. The tripartite presentation 
of book 4, therefore, is pivotal for understanding the structure of the 
Republic as a whole and its definitive character for “Plato’s thought" is 
understandable in this context. 


? This is one of the founding principles articulated in Republic 2, 369 ff. and developed 
throughout the argument, culminating in the full integration of each part in the whole 
soul in Republic 9, 58f£ (See note 15 below). 

* Plato tends to call the parts et5n or i6éa1, whereas the Peripatetics usually call them 
uépn or wopia. Post-Platonic writers often refer to the Óvposi6és/0vpós as Ovjixóv. For 
an account of Platonic versus Aristotelian/Peripatetic terminologies see PA. Vander 
Waerdt, “The Peripatetic Interpretation of Plato's Tripartite Psychology,” Greek, Roman 
and Byzantine Studies, 1985, 283—302 (286 n9). 

* For the u@@nua of the good see Republic 6, 504d f£. and for dialectic, 7, 521d ff. 
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The scenario I wish to explore here, however, is somewhat more 
complex, since it seems to have escaped attention altogether that there 
is more than one tripartite relation in the Republic. Equally, there is a 
rather different picture of this tripartition in the 4th Century of our era 
that has not received any attention. The early Fathers are, of course, 
typically charged with the uncritical adoption of incompatible earlier 
psychological and philosophical structures:’ a Platonic tripartite division 
of the soul with an Aristotelian bipartite division, for example. In the 
4th Century, following a long tradition including Philo and Clement,° 
Evagrius of Pontus and Gregory of Nyssa (to a lesser extent) put Plato's 
tripartite soul at the centre of their psychology, while simultaneously 
admitting a bipartite division between, broadly speaking, the impassible 
and the passible forms of soul that seems to be aligned with Aristotle's 
bipartite division of the soul into the rational and the irrational pow- 
ers,’ a division that appears to be incompatible with Platonic tripartite 
psychology. To make matters worse, Evagrius attributes this tripartite 
structure to his “teacher,” unnamed but naturally thought to be Gregory 
of Nazianzus; but the view Evagrius proposes is actually adopted from 
the Pseudo-Aristotelian treatise on the Virtues and Vices, where the author 
sets forth the tripartite schema of Republic 4, that is, in descending 
order: the rational, spirited, and appetitive parts or forms of psyche 
(AoytotiKd6v—Ovuds—énBvunticdv).® However, there is a further slip 
in late antiquity that is surely noteworthy. Evagrius (in his Prakhkos) 
and Gregory (in the Life of Moses) reorganize the order of the soul and 
represent the tripartite structure as rational, appetitive, spirited, that 
is, Aoytotikóv—ėnrtðvuntikóv—ðvuós instead of Aoywtwóv—Ovpuós— 
émBvuntiwxôv (as in Republic 4).° Is this just another slip in a generally 
muddled view? No modern critic would surely think anything else. I 
want to suggest by contrast that this is not so much a slip but rather 
our modern failure to notice the subtleties of Patristic interpretation or 


° Cf. H. Cherniss, The Platonism of Gregory of Nyssa, Berkeley, 1930; C. Apostolopou- 
los, Phaedo Christianus. Studien zur Verbindung und Abwägung des Verhälinisses Zwischen dem pla- 
tonischen “Phaidon” und dem Dialog Gregors von Nyssa Über die Seele und die Auferstehung, Peter 
Lang, 1986, 261 and following. 

® For details on Evagrius see A. and C. Guillaumont (note 12 below); and on Gregory 
see A.J. Malherbe and E. Ferguson, Gregory of Nyssa. The Life of Moses, Paulist Press, New 
York, 1978, 169 n116 and 117-28 n140. 

7 For Gregory's eclectic psychology, see J. Warren Smith, Passion and Paradise. Human 
and Divine Emotion in the Thought of Gregory of Nyssa, Crossroad, New York, 2004. 

8 See Virtues and Vices, 1249a-b. 

? In the Praktikos 89 and Life of Moses I, 96-8 (on which see immediately below). 
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to appreciate how intelligently such thinkers actually interpreted and 
transformed earlier texts that are themselves not as straightforward or 
cut in stone as modern scholarship wants to see them. 

The Platonic dialogues, generally speaking, present us with many 
different perspectives on the soul, and it is important at the outset to 
emphasize the complexity of the picture. The dialogues’ depictions 
of the structure of soul ranges from a simple, incomposite soul in the 
Phaedo and Republic 10 to a tripartite structure in Republic 4 and the 
Phaedrus (where soul is simultaneously both human and divine) and 
then to a bipartite structure (immortal/mortal) in the Timaeus and also 
in the Laws, where 8vy16s seems to be a species of desire rather than a 
part or power of soul as such." Moreover, while the pivotal tripartite 
structure is proposed in Republic 4, there is also an implicit divergence 
from this structure in the soul’s degeneration in Republic 8-9 with the 
emergence of the timocratic/democratic/tyrannical individuals, as 
well as in the Phaedrus when the “bad horse” gets its own way against 
reason and spirit," and when desire seems to take the upper hand to 
subvert the positive structure of Republic 4. But does this result in an 
actually different structure? 

Such is apparently the case in Evagrius of Pontus and Gregory 
of Nyssa. Evagrius operates with several different structures of the 
soul, just as Plato does in different dialogues. Evagrius distinguishes 
between: a) the affective and the rational parts (cf. Praktikos (PR) 
84); b) the rational and the irrational parts (cf. PR 66); c) a tripar- 
tite structure that mirrors the order of the structure in Republic 4: 
Aoytotikdv—Ovuds—éenBvuntikdv (cf. Kephalaia Gnostika (KG) 4, 73; 3, 
59); and, a significant alteration, d) a new tripartite structure where 
desire has assumed a middle position between reason and the spir- 
ited part: Ovuds—émBvuntiKd6v—Aoyiotikdv (PR 89; cf. 86). Evagrius 
attributes the tripartite structure to his "teacher," Gregory Nazianzus, 
but it 1s clear that either he or Gregory Nazianzus has in this instance 
taken the overall conception from Plato via Pseudo-Aristotle in his little 
treatise on the Virtues and Vices (VV 1249 a-b), but with the insertion 
of a new tripartite structure (Aoyiotikóv—ėnðvuntkóv—ðvuróv).!? 


10 Laws 9, 863b. For the view that Plato changed his mind between the earlier dia- 
logues and the Timaeus see J. Finamore, 1995 (note 1 above); for the view that Plato is 
consistent, see W.K.C. Guthrie, 1975 (also note | above). 

! Phaedrus 253c-254e; 255e-256e. 

12° Praktikos 89; For the text of the Praktikos (PR), French translation, introduction and 
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The similarities between the two texts bear out their connection. The 
Virtues and Vices passage begins as follows: “If according to Plato the 
soul is taken to be tripartite, prudence is the virtue of the rational part, 
gentleness and courage that of the irascible part (i.e., ®vuds), temper- 
ance and abstinence that of the concupiscible part (i.e., ém8vpntikdv), 
and justice, liberality, and magnaminity that of the entire soul...” (VV 
1-2; ed. E Susemihl, Aristotelis Ethica Eudemia, Leipzig, 1884, 82-3). 
The Praktikos passage changes the order of the soul parts but follows 
the overall strategy of the VV: *Since the rational soul is tripartite 
according to our wise teacher, when virtue arises in the rational part 
it is called prudence, understanding, and wisdom; when it arises in the 
concupiscible part it is called chastity, love, and abstinence; and when 
it arises in the irascible part it is called courage and perseverance; but 
when it penetrates the enüre soul it 1s called justice...." (PR 89; cf. 
86).? What seems to distinguish Evagrius’ usage of the new tripartite 
arrangement from his use of the Republic 4 integrated structure is the 
context. The Praktikos is an introductory ascetic work that provides a 
practical guide (rpaxtiw) for negotiating the pitfalls of the ascetic life 
in which the soul is always threatened with disruption. The Kephalaia 
Gnostica or Gnostic Chapters, by contrast, is addressed to those who 
already know what the integrated ascetic life means. The new tripartite 
arrangement could therefore reflect an ascetic context coloured by the 
privative possibility of the disordering of soul, whereas the Republic 4 
structure reflects a gnostic context where the addressee builds upon an 
already integrated soul-structure.'* 

In Gregory of Nyssa, one should also note, alongside Evagrius’ new soul 
structure in Praktikos 89 above, a striking similarity of approach. Accord- 
ing to Gregory, “profane learning” divides the soul into the same new 
structure: AoytotiK6v—érOvpntixkdv—Ovpoerdés (Vita Moysis IL, 96). 


extensive commentary, see A. and C. Guillaumont, Évagre le Pontique: Traité pratique ou le 
moine, 1971, vol. 2, 681—9; see also R. Sinkewicz, Evagrius of Pontus: The Greek Ascetic Cor- 
pus, Oxford, 2003, 91-114 and 260, notes 90-1. For the two Syriac versions with French 
translation of the Aephalaia Gnostica, see A. Guillaumont, Les six centuries des “Kephalaia 
Gnostica”: édition critique de la version syriaque commune et édition d’une nouvelle version syriaque, PO 
28, fasc. I, Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1958. 

'S For further comment on the relation to the Virtues and Vices passage, see A. and 
C. Guillaumont, 1971, vol. 2 (note 12 above), commentary to PR 89. 

# On Evagrius three ways or paths on the spiritual life (apakti, yvwotuch, 
OsoXoyío) see R. Sinkewicz, 2003 (note 12 above), introduction, xxiv-xxxvii, and intro- 
duction to the Chapters on Prayer, 183—92. 

5 See the valuable footnotes of Malherbe/Ferguson (note 6 above), 169n16 and 
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However, in the positive functioning of the non-corrupted soul, the 
Republic 4 tripartition implicitly reasserts itself: @vpds and émBvpio (in 
that order) support the intellectual part of the soul and “all the parts 
cooperate with one another for good” (97). But, again, the fall of the 
rational element from its proper place is reflected in the new order: 


But if this arrangement should be upset and the upper become lower—so 
that if the rational falls from above, the appetitive and spirited disposi- 
tion makes it the part trampled upon—then the destroyer slips inside 


(ibid. 98). 


In other words, the non-Republic 4 order appears in this context in both 
Evagrius and Gregory: Aoyiotucóv—érniBvuntucóv— vp oetóés. 

Why should Gregory and Evagrius change the hierarchy of the 
tripartite structure and place Ovpós as the final entity? Is this simply a 
mistaken interpretation of Plato? And is this change really significant in 
the context of the more diverse images of the soul's role and structure in 
the Platonic dialogues? We might frame an answer as follows. Although 
Socrates adopts the AoytotiKd6v—Ovuds—eni8vuNTIKOV structure in 
Republic 4 in order to seek out justice in both city and individual and to 
provide a definition of justice in terms of the holistic nature of the soul 
with all the parts functioning together, nonetheless, given the emergence 
of injustice and the divided kinds of city and individual (aristocratic, 
timarchic, oligarchic, democratic, tyrannical) later in the argument of 
Republic 8-9, Socrates himself suggests a somewhat different tripartition 
when the human being or constitution (katé&otaots) becomes progres- 
sively divided by the lower power of the Oupós, no longer in its noble 
courageous aspect, but in its angry capacity to disrupt and then be ruled 
by the desires. In this context, the Aoytotixóv and its ally, the Ovpós, 
are—in the middle state of the human being—first overthrown and 
instead a new tripartite relation begins to emerge. Socrates describes 
this not as a reorganization in the soul as such, but as the reflected 
progressive disruption of justice in the state as, for example, in the 
emergence of the timocrat's son (the oligarch), who has seen all his 
father's possessions, offices, and money destroyed or proscribed: 


Humbled by poverty, he turns greedily to making money: little by little 
he saves, works, and gathers property. Do you think that this man would 


171n140, and especially their treatment of the application of the three soul parts to the 
Passover lintel and sideposts of Exodus in Philo, Origen etc., but without any acknowl- 
edgement or recognition of the change in order. 
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establish his appetitive and money-making part on that inner throne 
and make this a great king within himself, adorning him with golden 
tiaras... The reasonable and spirited parts (Aoyioviw«óv. ..Üvposióés) he 
makes sit upon the ground beneath the king, one on either side (ÉvOev 
xoi &vOev) reducing them to slaves, the first he will not allow to reason 
about or examine anything else than how little money can be made into 
much; while he does not allow the other part to honour or admire any- 
thing but wealth and wealthy men, or to have any other ambition than 
the acquisition of wealth... (8, 553 c-d trans. G.M.A. Grube) 


There are several features of this view in Republic 8-9 to note. First, 
the éx8vpntikdv, despite its present superiority and power, takes up a 
position in between the Aoywotwóv and the Ovpós, effectively but implicitly 
giving rise to the new tripartite structure that we find in Evagrius and 
Gregory. In other words, in the historical progression of the corruption 
of constitutions in the city, desire in the soul of its rulers, by adopting 
an intermediate position, prevents the natural alliance between reason 
and the spirited part. In short, the tripartite relation of Republic 4 no 
longer holds, and a new tripartite arrangement emerges. 

But surely this should result in an éri&vojmtucóv—XAoyiotikóv—Ovuós 
structure rather than a Aoyiotikóv—éniÜvumntikóv—Ovpós structure, 
that is, an arrangement where desire rules both reasoning and spirit/ 
anger and not the second structure we find in Evagrius and Gregory, 
where reason is still in some sense first before desire and then spirit/ 
anger? In one sense, this is true. Desire becomes the dominant force 
in the oligarchic, democratic, and tyrannical individuals or cities, and 
more than a hint of the ultimate force of that desire in the downward 
direction is given in the passage cited above by desire's immediate 
focus upon making itself the “great king" of Persia. In another sense, 
however, what has happened is a more complex reorganization. Desire 
still needs reason to direct it, and from one perspective this is a kind 
of “basement” reason, a monology focused upon one single obsessive 
aim; from another perspective, however, as Socrates admits a little later, 
desire starts to use reason for its own purposes but even in this process 
it is moved by something superior to itself, namely, reason, even if this 
is a form of debased reason: 


...In his other associations where he has a good reputation and is thought 
to be just, he forcibly (Big) holds his other evil appetites in check by means 
of some good part of himself not by persuading them (où neí(Bov) that it 
is better nor does he temper them by reasoning (Aoy@), but by compulsion 
and fear (554 c-d trans. G.M.A. Grube). 
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In other words, according to this new tripartition, the natural persuasive 
function of reason is shut down but, in the myriad compromises of life, 
reason’s directive force cannot, in fact, be dispensed with. What has 
happened is that instead of being naturally self-directive, its directive 
power is bastardized; it becomes constricted by external compulsion 
and by a chain of pain and pleasure that is purely object-driven. This 
new tripartition is, therefore, exactly the one we find in Gregory and 
Evagrius: Aoytotikóv—ėnðvuntkóv—ðvuós. And in the Republic, this 
new arrangement starts in the increasingly object-driven, monological 
necessities of the middle constitution, the timocratic—oligarchic indi- 
vidual, and extends through the democratic to the tyrannical individual. 
It is hardly surprising, therefore, that Evagrius should use Plato’s word 
so regularly, kat&otaots, to describe the “constitution” of the soul or 
human being, or that Gregory should situate this new tripartite struc- 
ture, above all, explicitly at the level of tyranny and slavery. Gregory’s 
thought is biblical, but simultaneously Platonic.'^ What is at question 
here, however, is that we are dealing with a careful reading of Platonic 
texts and of a thoughtful interpretation that has completely escaped 
the attention of modern readers. 

There are several major consequences of this reversed structure in 
Republic 8 that bear definite resonances with Gregory and Evagrius’ 
thought. ‘This new structure effectively involves a reconsideration of the 
operation of the “whole soul” precisely as a whole," not in the sense 


16 For the connection between the (Biblical) Egyptian army and (Platonic) tyranny in 


Gregory of Nyssa, see Vita Moysis II, 121—9; and for a direct echo of the language of 
Republic 8—9, Vita Moysis II, 125. 

17 The central principle for determining distinctness of elements or parts in the soul 
in Republic 4 is based on instances not of dividedness as such, but of contrary tensions 
that are to be resolved in the context of “the whole soul”: and just as in the “whole 
city,” so too in the “whole soul,” the existence of such tensions does not prevent unity: 
instead, in the soul’s best functioning, these tensions, when resolved in the complex 
operation and cooperation of the parts promote greater unity. We aim not to make one 
group happy, but “to make the whole city so” (420b 6-8); not to separate out a few, but 
to make the “whole city” (420c1—4); we should look to the “whole city” and its proper 
growth (421b6; 421c1-6). Other cities are noumoAAL GAN od nós: “multiplicities, not 
one city” (422e 8): “you will not easily find one great city" (423a8—b2): “the city should 
not appear small or great, but tıs ikovn Kal io” (423c): and so too in the case of both 
individual and city, instead of a multiplicity of different identities or two hostile cities 
(cf. 422e f£) “the other citizens must each be directed to one task for which each is natu- 
rally suited,” so that he should pursue that one task which is his own, and each himself 
become one not many (obpnaca à TOMS uia PITAL CAAG uh nodai) (423d2—6). And this 
substantial compatibility between unity and wholeness is what is at stake in the subse- 
quent argument, a compatibility that includes the body: “...these two parts (reasonable 





THE ORGANIZATION OF THE SOUL 107 


that the soul as an integral tripartite structure is shut down entirely, but 
rather that as a result of its new cramped position it can no longer act 
as the whole entity it once was. Yet this interpretation remains Platonic 
and follows Socrates’ description of the process by which the “... true 
excellence of the whole thinking and harmonized soul far escapes” the 
oligarchic individual (554c). In other words, this katé&otaots presents 
a reduced, reorganized soul. Moreover, it is at this crucial point that 
the human being becomes divided into two, but without the conscious 
recognition that she or he is no longer one, but two or many. In the 
case of the oligarchic individual, Socrates puts this as follows: 


Such a man would not then be without discord within himself, not one 
man, but two (obdé eis GAAG OumAods tis), though generally his better 
appetites are in control of his worse (554 d trans. G.M.A. Grube). 


In other words, the unified functioning of the tripartite soul at the 
end of Republic 4 has now become subjected to the pivotal influence 
of unchecked desire (AoyrotiKdv—én8vuntiKdv—Ovyds) so that a 
bipartite structure has effectively emerged out of the former tripartite 
structure (and its integral functioning in Republic 4), based on the pri- 
macy of reason, and the soul has been transformed into a new tripartite 
arrangement based on desire -or, exactly as Evagrius sees it, divided and 
torn between the impassible and the passible aspects of soul.^ From 
the standpoint of the unconscious (if we follow a part of Evagrius’ 
standpoint in the Praktikos),? the problem is that the individual has 
no idea that he or she is divided in the first place. Consequently, the 
recognition of division and of contrariety between the “parts” divided 
is the beginning of a remedy for such forgetfulness: the soul has to be 
opened up before it can find its own natural, unifying agency: 


When we meet with the demon of akedia, then 1s the time to divide the 


soul (ueptoavtes) into one part to encourage and the other to be encour- 
aged (PR 27) 


>» 


and spirited) will...stand on guard on behalf of ‘the whole soul and the body’ ” (&ré&ons 
THs yoxfs te Kai TOD oðpatos) (442b), but points to a unity of agency in the unity of 
action between body and soul (443 d3-e4). This theme is summed up in Republic 9, 
591d-592a. 

18 Cf. Praktikos 78; 80. 

19 See for example Evagrius’ concern to make his addressees aware of the signifi- 
cance of dreams in PR 54-56 or to pay attention to what is actually happening in dif 
ferent kinds of temptation so that they actually have a conscious means of countering 
temptation or demonic suggestion (e.g., PR 6-53). 
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Could it be that, quite apart from its scriptural context, Evagrius’ thought 
stems from, among many other things, an original interpretation and 
development of Plato’s Republic that has been thoroughly assimilated, 
we suggest, into the practical Christian function of Evagrius’ and Greg- 
ory’s work while remaining present as a deep structure of that work? 
Moreover, neither Evagrius, nor Gregory thinks that the Aoytotucóv— 
éxiOvuntikov—Ovuds tripartition is the only soul-structure, since they 
also employ the other structure: AoytotiKé6v—Ovuds—énOvuntikdv. 

Do they consider the two structures interchangeable? We cannot tell 
what they think definitively. But we can say that if the passible part of 
the soul is capable through rpaxtikn (i.e., ascetic practice) and divine 
grace of becoming integrated into the impassible way of life, then the 
classical Platonic tripartite structure (as found in Republic 4) is certainly 
a feature of both Gregory and Evagrius’ thought. Conversely, the tri- 
partite arrangement focused upon Ovpós under the disproportionate 
preponderance of the émi8vumtióv is not an integral soul-structure, 
but the production of division, schizophrenia, and dangerous fields 
of unconsciousness in the human being, a production that has to be 
countervailed by rigorous practice, as well as by truly intelligent insight 
and action, so that a genuine psychotherapy that recognizes the forces 
of the unconscious can prevail. As in Plato, if the crowd of desires 
and anger are violent, so in Evagrius, if the demons strive to prevail by 
force, then intelligence, by contrast, has to prevail by charity, meekness, 
gentleness, and also courage.”! 

Is it then Just a muddle that these versions are also cast into the frame- 
work of a Peripatetic bipartite structure (rational/irrational; impassible/ 
passible)? We know that the tripartite/bipartite assimilation happened 
very early since it occurs already in the (perhaps) Pseudo-Aristotelian 
Magna Moralia.? We also know that the assimilation was made possible 
by aligning the rational/irrational distinction to the mortal/divine 
dichotomy of the Timaeus and by identifying a bipartite structure in 
Laws 9, where it is unclear whether Ovpós is a part or a pathos of soul.” 
We suggest then that this bipartite assimilation has been facilitated by 
the transposition of Republic 8, that is, by the drive of éx18vpia over 
Ovuós to separate the latter from the rational part and turn the lower 


20 Of. Praktikos 83; 82; 54—56 (on sleep and dreams). 

?! Of. Praktikos 81; Thoughts 11. 

? Cf 1182a 10-30; PA. Vander Waerdt (see note 3), 283ff. 
?5 Laws 9, 863b; cf. Vander Waerdt, 2831f. 
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part of the soul, together with the diminished force of rationality, as in 
the bad horse image of the Phaedrus,** into an irrational element. 

Is it genuinely significant then that there are two versions of the 
tripartite structure, one integral version based on Republic 4 and the 
other new version apparently based on Republic 8? If this is so, what 
are the possibilities open to us in tracing the emergence of this view 
and what might the major steps be in the transmission of this tradition 
to Evagrius and Gregory? We could suppose that the transposition is 
simply Evagrius’ carelessness or that he developed this structure himself 
or that it reflects an earlier development, perhaps, via Gregory Nazian- 
zus, that has so far escaped attention. It could be carelessness, but then 
it is so very strange that Gregory should be equally careless as to make 
carelessness unlikely. It is equally unlikely that Evagrius developed it 
himself or inherited it from his desert mentors, since again Gregory of 
Nyssa uses the same structure, and we should therefore more readily 
suppose that they have inherited both structures from a common source 
or sources that is not restricted to desert spirituality. Is the degenerative 
tripartite structure then to be traced to the other Cappadocian Fathers? 
As far as I can see, it does not appear significantly in Basil, though it 
does figure implicitly in one of Gregory of Nazianzus’s Discourses,” 
but not sufficiently to give it the weight of a doctrinal innovation. So, if 
neither Evagrius nor Gregory of Nyssa is responsible for this innovation 
and if it is original in neither Gregory of Nazianzus nor Basil, is there 
then any clear evidence for Evagrius and Gregory’s dependence on a 
tradition that predates the 4th Century Cappadocian era and stems 
from Plato, but one that has so far escaped our attention? 

In Neoplatonic thought in the 3rd Century, Plotinus is aware of 
this structure of the irrational soul into émOvuntikdv and Ovuosiðés, 
and he argues that this division is not one of substance, but of desire 
(c£. IV 4, 28: “the division is one of desires insofar as they are desires 
(ópekti«à), not of the substance (odota) from which they have come"). 
The term opextikov suggests a Peripatetic slant to his argument,? but 
the important thing is that the alternative order is already there in the 
3rd Century and that it is clearly viewed as the result of desire, not 


?* Phaedrus 253c-254e. 

? Evagrius’ teacher, if we can infer this from Pr. 89; cf. KG (Kephalaia Gnostica) 6, 51. 
See Gregory of Nazianzus, Oratio 42. 

25 “Ope&is is a term characteristic of Aristotle’s psychology, just as QvprKdév for 
én Ovuntikdv is Peripatetic: see Vander Waerdt (note 3), 286. 
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substance. Proclus too in the 5th Century acknowledges that different 
mixtures or forms of tripartition are possible in individuals and ethnic 
constitutions, according to the predominant focus of the whole soul 
and of each part, although he is concerned to emphasize the integral 
functioning of the book 4 tripartition and does not comment specifi- 
cally on our passage in book 8.” Is there anything then before the 3rd 
Century? 

Remarkably, the new tripartite structure occurs in Philo, Plutarch, and 
Posidonius (who 1s important for the transmission of moral psychology 
since he appears to have accepted the tripartite division of soul)? In 
Philo, the different structure is implicit: when the whole soul functions 
as one, the OvuiKdv and the &xi&uuntxóv are led by the charioteer 
and “justice comes to be; for it is just that the greater rule always and 
everywhere; and the rational is indeed greater, but the worse is the 
éxrOvuntikov and the Ovurkdv” (Leg alleg. 1,72f£). The switch may be 
accidental-perhaps even a form of chiasmus, but it zs there, and so is the 
Phaedrus connection. Plutarch is even clearer. He divides the soul into the 
Aovwotwóv/voepóv and the ra8ntiKdy/GAoyov, and subdivides the latter 
into the émBvuntixév and Ovpoeióés. The former serves the body, while 
the latter sometimes gives strength to reason and sometimes joins forces 
with the ém8vpntikév: “And Plato shows this differentiation (ô1&popor) 
chiefly by the opposition of the reasoning and intelligent part to the 
appetitive part and spirited part, since it is by the very fact that these last 
are different that they are frequently disobedient and quarrel with the 
better part” (On Moral Virtue, 442a). In other words, Plutarch explicitly 
focuses upon difference/dissension between the two parts and, thus, 
the integral hierarchical position (Aoytotuxóv—Ovpós—érniÜvpuntucóv) 
that he insists on elsewhere (Quaest. Plat. 1008c) gets changed into the 
new structure. One should point out here that Vander Waerdt faults 
Plutarch's interpretation on the ground that *he neglects Socrates! argu- 
ment that the Óvpoeióés always supports Aoyiouôs against émotion, 
Rep. 440a—-441e".? But Socrates does not say this. Rather he argues 
that by nature,” Oupós allies itself with reason and that if it follows its 


27 Commentary on the Republic 221—223; 230, 28. 

?* See Vander Waerdt, “Peripatetic Soul-Division, Posidonius, and Middle Platonic 
Moral Psychology”, Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies, 1985, 373-94, 385-94. 

? Vander Waerdt, 1985, 380. 

30 44] a3. 
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nature, it will align itself “far more"?' with reason and “sometimes 
fight against desires. But evidently if it goes against its nature, it will 
be overthrown (as in Republic 8) or dragged off course by desire (as 
in the Phaedrus), a situation that changes its nature for the worse and 
produces a new configuration. So Plutarch’s interpretation does not 
arise out of a misreading of Republic 4, as Vander Waerdt claims, but 
rather out of recognition that another tripartite arrangement 1s implicit 
in the Republic. 

A similar view to that of Plutarch is also to be found in Posidonius, 
according to the testimony of Galen.? Posidonius likens the rational part 
to the charioteer which, around the age of fourteen, becomes strong 
enough to rule the team of horses (Oupós and éxOvpta), that are unruly 
unless habituated to obey logos. Posidonius then is clearly interpreting 
the Phaedrus in the light of the Republic, 1.e., Socrates’ analogy with child 
development at 4, 441a. But when he divides the soul into rational and 
passible parts, he subdivides the passible into &xi8vupmtióv and Ovpukóv, 
in precisely that order.** Here we have the same reordering within the 
passible part, explicitly as an interpretation of both the Phaedrus myth 
and the possibility of unruliness in the Republic. Given Posidonius! crucial 
role as a likely source of Middle Platonic doctrine on soul division, this 
is an important evidential link. Is there then anything still earlier than 
Plutarch and Posidonius? 

The earliest evidence for an alternative tripartite arrangement is, 
remarkably enough, to be found in Aristotle’s Topics —in a discussion of 
differences (compare Plutarch above). A universal difference, Aristotle 
argues, is the human character of having two feet in relation to a horse. 
A difference that holds for the most part is the relation of the soul’s 
rational part to the éni&vuuntixóv and Ovurkdv, namely, that it com- 
mands and they serve: “for neither does the reasoning faculty always 
command, but is also sometimes commanded, nor are the émOvuntiKdv 
and Ovpixóv always commanded but they also sometimes command, 
when the man’s soul is wicked” (129a). In other words, Aristotle envis- 
ages a new configuration of the tripartite relation exactly equivalent to 
Republic 8 or to the bad horse image of the Phaedrus, and he envisages 


31 440 c3. 

3 440 a5. 

33 De affectibus I 324, 5-23, Vander Waerdt, 1985, 3861F. 

** Following the general Stoic subordination of Bvuós to ériBupto (and its designa- 
tion almost entirely as anger) (SVF III, 396-397). 
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this as a division/difference (81&popor) into rational and irrational mod- 
els or parts. So the basis for an assimilation of a reordered tripartite 
structure into a bipartite dichotomy is, therefore, curiously enough, 
Aristotle’s implicit but surely correct interpretation of the corruption 
of the soul together with that of political constitutions in Republic 8 
and the disruption of the healthy organization of the soul (via the bad 
horse) in the Phaedrus. 

We can conclude, therefore, that the new structure in Evagrius and 
Gregory is significant, not because it produces a rigid schema in the 
sinful soul (for they use both tripartite forms), but because it marks the 
possibility of both a healthy and a degenerative configuration not only 
in the political, but also in the ascetic life, and alerts us to the fact that 
we are dealing with two, and not one, configurations of the tripartite 
soul, as we follow the possible outcomes of the soul’s degenerative 
practices. Given the history of the transmission of both states of the 
soul (its healthy and degenerative states), one has to emphasize that 
the picture in Evagrius becomes still more complex, since Evagrius, of 
course, is the founder of the seven deadly sins tradition -except that 
with Evagrius they are not seven sins but eight forms of reasoning -and 
anger/@vués retains its place as fourth in the degenerative hierarchy of 
eight reasonings (Aoytopot) or sins. Even in the fall of Oupós that cuts it 
off from its natural alliance with reason, there still remains an original 
trace of its dethronement in its earlier middle position.? For Gregory 
too, the headlong drive of desire that pulls spirit out of its rational alli- 
ance can be represented by either configuration, for the original trace 
of the harmonious relationship never disappears. In other words, if 
anger is treated as high-spiritedness with a distinct nature capable of 
being harnessed integrally, then Oupós is superior to érivpío and a 
form of substance (as in Plotinus above; cf. KG 3, 59). But if Ouuós or 
anger (negative in the Stoic sense) is treated as a species of desire (as 
in Republic 8), then @vpds is a pathos (as in Laws 9) and, as such, subor- 
dinate to desire. So the use of both structures is decidedly significant”? 
as it reflects not so much Pseudo-Aristotle's mistaken assimilation of 


5 Treatment of this complex and fascinating part of Evagrius’ thought is beyond the 
scope of this paper. For an overview of the eight deadly reasonings (pride, vainglory, 
accidie, anger, sadness or grief, avarice, fornication, gluttony) see R. Sinkewicz, 2003 
(note 12 above), introduction, xxiv-xxxil. 

36 Tt will be used again by Maximus the Confessor invariably in contexts where the 
soul 1s vulnerable to passion. See Centuriae de charitate 1, 67; 3, 20; 4, 80; and Quaestiones ad 
Thalassium 49 (CCSG 7, 353—355), where both tripartite structures are given. 
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Platonic tripartition to Peripatetic bipartition, as has been commonly 
assumed, but rather goes back earlier still to Aristotle’s surely correct 
interpretation of the Platonic degenerative tripartition as effectively a 
bipartition of the soul into rational and passible parts. 

There is, of course, need here for further contextualization of these 
questions by means of a detailed analysis of the different perspec- 
tives of Plato’s dialogues and the broader picture of Evagrius’ and 
Gregory’s thought, but my conclusion is clear. The Fathers of the 4th 
Century recognize more than one configuration of the tripartite soul in 
Plato’s dialogues; they also realize that in the configuration of the soul 
undergoing degeneration, the human being is really divided in two so 
that a bipartite structure emerges that effectively refigures the original 
tripartite division. In this, they interpret Plato’s dialogues acutely and 
with sensitivity for an earlier tradition of transformative interpretation 
dating back to Aristotle that has been entirely overlooked in modern 
times. 


THE FINAL METAMORPHOSIS: NARRATIVE VOICE IN 
THE PROLOGUE OF APULEIUS' GOLDEN ASS 


Frederic M. Schroeder 
(Queen’s University, Kingston, Canada) 


La mort était mon vertige parce que je n'aimais 
pas vivre...Ma vocation changea tout...je décou- 
vris que le Donateur, dans les Belles-Lettres, peut 
se transformer en son propre Don, c'est-à-dire un 
object pur.! 

Jean-Paul Sartre 


The Identity of the First Person Voice in the Prologue 


The prologue of the Metamorphoses? of Apuleius of Madauros is written 
(as is the whole of the novel) in the first person (1.1.1—6): 


at ego tibi sermone isto Milesio varias fabulas conseram, auresque tuas 
benivolas lepido susurro permulceam, modo si papyrum Aegyptiam 
argutia Nilotici calami inscriptam non spreveris inspicere. figuras fortu- 
nasque hominum in alias imagines conversas et in se rursum mutuo nexo 
refectas, ut mireris, exordior. quis ille? paucis accipe. Hymettos Attica et 
Isthmos Ephyrea et Taenaros Spartiatica, glebae felices aeternum libris 
felicioribus conditae, mea vetus prosapia est. ibi inguam Attidem primis 
pueritiae stipendiis merui; mox in urbe Latia advena studiorum Quiri- 
tium indigenam sermonem aurumnabili labore, nullo magistro praeeunte, 
aggressus excolui. en ecce praefamur veniam, si quid exotici ac forensis 
sermonis rudis locutor offendero. 1am haec equidem ipsa vocis immutatio 
desultoriae scientiae stilo quem accessimus respondet: fabulam Graeca- 
nicam incipimus. lector intende: laetaberis. 


! Sartre (1964) 160. 

? "The title Metamorphoses is employed by the principal MS. Laurentianus 68,2 (known 
as F) and is the work of Sallustius. The title appears in the genitive plural followed by 
liber (denoting the particular book embodied in the MS.) The title Asinus aureus or Golden 
Ass occurs in St. Augustine, Civ. Dei 18.18. There was probably an original double title: 
Asinus aureus, nepi uevouuopooosgov, cf. Winkler 292-315. 
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But let me join together different stories in that Milesian style, and let 
me soothe your kindly ears with an agreeable whispering, if only you do 
not scorn to glance at an Egyptian papyrus inscribed with the sharpness 
of a reed from the Nile. I begin a tale of men’s shapes and fortunes 
transformed into different appearances and back again into themselves 
by mutual connection, that you may wonder at it. ‘Who is this?’ Hear in 
brief. Attic Hymettus and the Corinthian Isthmus and Spartan Taenarus 
are my origin of old, ever-fertile regions recorded in even more fertile 
books. There it was that I acquired the Attic tongue in the first campaigns 
of boyhood; thereafter in the Latin city as a foreigner to the studies of 
Rome I took on and developed the local language with laborious effort 
and without the lead of a master. Look then, I as your pardon at the 
beginning, if I commit any offence, being an inexperienced speaker of the 
language of the forum which is foreign to me. Indeed, this very change 
of language corresponds to the style of switch-back lore (?) which I have 
approached (?): I begin a story of Greek origin. Reader, pay attention: 
you will be pleased.? 


We shall see that there are problems of narrative voice in this prologue. 
The prologue is then cast in the first person as is the whole narrative 
of the Metamorphoses. Clearly Lucius, the narrator of the story, is also 
its protagonist. There are, however, important obstacles in the way of 
identifying the first person voice of the prologue either with the author, 
Apuleius, or with the narrator and protagonist Lucius and many sugges- 
tions have been advanced to overcome these difficulties. I shall build the 
argument of this study on S,J. Harrison's paper “The Speaking Book: 
The Prologue to Apuleius’ Metamorphoses,’ published in the Classical 
Quarterly in 1990. It will be seen that I have differences with Harrison. 
Yet, because his work remains foundational for my own, I shall orient 
my discussion of the historia quaestionis with respect to Harrison’s paper 
and its reception. 

The speaker claims to be Greek both in origin and by mother tongue. 
Harrison argues properly that such a statement cannot apply to Apu- 
leius, the son of a duumvir and a member of the gentry of Madauros, 
a Roman colonia established in the Flavian period which betrays little 
evidence of the influence of the Greek language.* 


3 The text and translation employed here belong to Harrison and Winterbottom 
and are employed by Harrison (2000) 227. The punctuation of the text differs from 
the punctuation of Harrison (1990): obviously Harrison prefers the present to his 
earlier version. 


^ Harrison (1990) 508. 
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Edwards argues pace Harrison and others that there is nothing to 
prevent the speaker in the prologue from being Apuleius. Edwards 
insists that prosapia “indicates, not Greek origins, but Greek ancestry.”° 
Although we know of no Greek forbears of Apuleius, he might have 
had some. We might ask after the relevance of this information in its 
context. 

According to Edwards, the phrase primis pueritiae stipendiis merui means, 
not that Greek was the speaker's native language, but that it was the 
first language he was taught: Apuleius may have learned Greek abroad 
in Greece. As Edwards concedes, however, Corinth and Sparta would 
be odd sites for this purpose. Edwards further argues that the speaker 
claims, not to have learned Latin, but to have perfected (excolui) his 
Latin into a specifically Roman Latin (mox in urbe Latia Quiritium indige- 
nam sermonem. .. excoluit). Apuleius was seeking to overcome the African 
provincialism of his Latin by studying in Rome.? Yet it is improbable 
that the Latin of Africa in the second century manifested any signifi- 
cant differences from that of Rome and certainly not in literary Latin.’ 
What is more, while Apuleius in the Florida (17.4) tells Scipio Orfitus 
that he has promoted his reputation with Scipio Orfitus and his friends 
both in Africa and in Rome, there is no evidence that he made lengthy 
visit to Rome.? 

Harrison and Winterbottom see the words aerumnabuli labore. . . agressus 
excolui as apparently continuing the military metaphor of stipendiis merui. 
The verb excolui “hints at civilizing after conquest, in the Roman impe- 
rialist manner (pacique imponere morem), a witty reversal: unusually, it is 
the native language of the Romans and not a non-Roman population 


? Edwards (1993) 375. 

ê Edwards (1993) 376-7. 

7 Cf. Callebat 167-9; but see Powell who argues (on speculative grounds) for African- 
isms in the Latin of Apuleius. Edwards (2001) 48n2 observes: “[ Powell] is the latest 
study to accuse Apuleius of ‘Babu English’; but I suspect that his eccentricities would 
have been possible anywhere in the 2nd cent., a time of many literary experiments.” 
Harrison (2000) 2-3: “It is important for a true appreciation of Apuleius to realize 
that he belongs not to an African sub-culture but to the mainstream of Latin culture 
and literature, with his much-vaunted fluency in Greek acquired as it would be by a 
well-educated Roman.” Cf. 3, note 7: “The notion of ‘African Latin’ as an identifiable 
dialect is now largely discredited” (Harrison in the same note provides some further 
bibliography where the attempt is still maintained to defend that notion). 

8 C£ Sandy 3 and Holford-Stevens 103—4 who places Apuleius at Rome in the 
early 150’s. 
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which is subdued."? If this interpretation is correct, the subject cannot 
be Apuleius, as Edwards would have us believe.!° 

Edwards maintains that the speaker is Apuleius, “but in his literary, 
not in his personal character,” describing as he does his education in 
Greek and Latin.!! Harrison takes the words glebae felices aeternum libris 
Jelicioribus conditae to mean that fruitful lands produced yet more fruitful 
books.’ This sentiment would be appropriate to a book that would 
change the usual sentiment that lands are famous for their men to the 
view that lands are renowned for their books. Edwards believes that 
Apuleius, described in his literary persona, need not have known these 
sites except from their books. The claim to Greek origins would also 
reflect, not literal genealogy, but Hellenic education. Bürger properly 
criticizes Rohde for the same view on the grounds that the adverb ibi 
in ibi linguam Athdem primis pueritiae. stipendiis merui would demand real 
location. But is it not more likely that the book itself would claim 
such bookish associations rather than an Apuleius hiding behind the 
mask of his literary persona? Harrison’s argument has at least the 
advantage of economy. 

It is equally improbable that Lucius could be the narrator? The 
voice speaks of a collection of stories seasoned by Milesian literary 
conventions that will bring pleasure to the reader. Although the main 
body of the novel is presented as an actual autobiography, clearly the 
speaker refers to fictional material. 

We may ask why Lucius would present his narrative as fiction? At the 
beginning of the chapter, the speaker announces his intention of weav- 
ing together varias fabulas and at the end refers to the story as fabulam 
Graecanicam. Harrison clearly takes fabula to refer only to fiction. Bitel 
calls attention to the fact that fabula can also mean “conversation, gos- 
sip, talk, indeed oral discourse of any variety, whether true or false" as 
the OLD bears witness.'^ While he finds that fabula is used in the sense 
of “fiction,” he argues that the word is also employed in the Metamor- 
phoses to mean an oral report that might be true.!” Bitel concedes that 


? Harrison and Winterbottom 13. 
? Dowden (2001) 130 takes excolui to mean that Apuleius was polishing up his 
Latin. 
! Edwards (1993) 376-7. 
? Harrison (1990) 211; Harrison and Winterbottom 13. 
? Edwards (1993) 376. 
^ Bürger 490. 
15 This view is maintained by Bürger. 
5 Bitel 145. 
7 Bitel 145-8. 
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an extratextual reader would be inclined to construe fabula as fiction. 
However, the {u-addressee would, in the innocence of a first reading of 
the prologue, not be compelled to take the word in this way.'? 

Bitel argues that the phrase sermo iste Milesius might well refer, not 
to the Milesian tales of Aristides or their Latin translation by Sisenna, 
but to the historian Hecataeus. Yet the promise of unfettered delight 
in the prologue would surely, even for a first reader, invest the words 
more easily with the flavour of Aristides and Sisenna than with the 
more serious intent of an historian." It would on balance seem better 
to construe the word fabula in the prologue as “fiction” and thus to 
doubt that Lucius would be the speaker in the prologue. 

Harrison argues that the language which describes a move to Rome 
and the learning of Latin (mox in urbe Latia advena studiorum Quiritium 
indigenam sermonem. aurumnabuli labore, nullo magistro praeeeunte, aggressus 
excolui) well represents adaptation of the Greek original into Latin. 
Bürger observes that Lucius moves from Greece to Rome in the novel 
(2.26.1) and that he pleads in court in the Latin language (2.28.6). From 
these facts he argues for the suitability of Lucius as the voice of the 
prologue.” Harrison urges that Lucius’ ability to raise cash by pleading 
in the Roman courts does not suggest a laborious activity to acquire 
Latin. On the other hand, the image of migration from Greece to Rome 
is used elsewhere in Apuleius for switching from Latin to Greek.?! 

A further suggestion is that the words quis ille? introduce a dialogue 
between Lucius and Apuleius.? This idea seems most artificial and it 


18 De Jong 206 , who together with Bitel, supports the sense of fabula in the sense of 
"report" rather than “fiction,” remarks (specifically attacking the position of Harrison 
[1990]: “Thus Lucius uses the word fabula in I.20 with reference to the tale of Aris- 
tomenes, which he emphatically believes to be true." But it is rather the companion of 
Aristomenes who refers to the tale as a fabula in the words: nihil. . . hac fabula fabulosius, nihil 
isto mendacio absurdius. Indeed Lucius says that he believes the story: but this is something 
other than his construing the word fabula as a report, rather than a fiction. 

1? Scobie 57: “In view of the complete absence of a declaration of didactic aim 
in the preface of the Met., it is worth noting that the ancient testimonia...stress the 
purely entertaining nature of the Milesiae.” 

? Bürger 492. 

?! Cf. Beaujeu Fragment 5 and (tempus est in Latium denigrare de Graecia) and Harrison 
(1990) 512 and note 22. 

? Cf Calonghi. Rohde maintains that the voice of Apuleius coalesces with that of 
Lucius who is a mask for his own persona. Bürger argues that the voice belongs to 
Lucius throughout; Leo 604—5 restores somewhat the position of Rohde in arguing 
that Apuleius dissociates the fictional author (Lucius) from Apuleius: £go refers to the 
fictional author, while tlle refers to the fictional narrator. Had the ego been the narrator 
(as opposed to the author) the reader would have said, not Quis ille? but Quis tu? For a 
good account of the history of this question, see Dowden (1982) 427-8. 
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is hard to imagine what each speaker would wish to know of the other. 
It has also been urged that Lucius speaks first as a general non-char- 
acterized narrator and then later as Lucius both narrator and subject 
of the narrative. There is no reason to suppose a meaningful change 
of perspective after quis ille? The speaker of paucis accipe is surely the 
same as that of at ego tibi.** 

Another suggestion is that the voice of the prologue belongs to Plau- 
tine prologue.” On this view, the voice would have to be anonymous. 
Certainly the prologue exhibits some features of the Plautine prologue, 
notably the invitation to the audience, the promise of pleasure, and 
the self-revelation of the speaker. However, in Plautine comedy the 
speaker of the prologue is external to the play as the voice here cannot 
be external to the novel, stating as it does that it is both the author of 
the piece and its deliverer or narrator.” 

Thus we may eliminate the possibilities that the voice belongs either 
to Apuleius or Lucius or alternately to both of them in dialogue or to 
a kind of anonymous Plautine prologue. I find Harrison’s arguments 
convincing on all of these points. Having dismissed these options, Har- 
rison then offers his own suggestion for the identity of the voice: that 
of the book itself.” He finds classical precedents for this in the separate 
epigram that prefaces the second edition of Ovid’s Amores and in the 
first epigram of Martial’s tenth book.” The voice says: modo si papyrum 
Aegyptiam argutia inscriptam non spreveris inspicere. Here the voice is not 
apologizing for the highly acceptable quality of argutia or “wit,” but 
rather for its shameful Egyptian origin.” The voice that speaks here is 
that of the book, which with all its talk of papyrus and pen reveals its 
very bookish quality. The origin that it proclaims at once in Athens, 
Corinth, and Sparta provides the biography of the book itself. 


# Cf. Dowden (1982). 

^^ Harrison (1990) 508-9. 

^ Cf. Dowden (1982) 428-9; Smith 523-4; Tatum 25-7; Winkler 183-203. 
5 Harrison (1990) 509. Dowden (1982) 438 attempts to explain the reversion to the 
written text as a liberty allowed by the externality of the dramatic prologue expressing 
the ways in which illusion may be produced: I find the interpretation of Harrison has 
the advantage of economy. 

? Harrison (1990) 509-14; Harrison (2000) 215 confirms this view. 

?* Harrison (1990) 509-10, note 9 (further bibliography on the personified book in 
classical literature). 

? Harrison (1990) 510; Harrison (2001) 10 translates argutia. . . calami as “sharpness of 
a reed,” so that the sense of argutia as “wit” is not necessary: still the book is modestly 
apologizing for its Egyptian origins. 

3 Harrison (1990) 510-11. 
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Apuleius’ Metamorphoses is clearly influenced by a Greek story in which 
one Lucius is changed into an ass.?! The questions of authorship and 
dependence are not relevant to the present enquiry. It is enough for 
our purposes to observe the dependence of Apuleius’ Metamorphoses on 
a Greek original in which Lucius is changed into an ass. 

Apuleius refers to his work, not as fabula Graeca, but as fabula Graecanica, 
i.e., not simply as a Greek story, but as a story adapted from Greek into 
Latin.? Apuleius doubtless follows other Greek models in addition to 
the story in question.? A literary precursor would explain our book's 
Greek origins. That the book 1s now in a Latin version explains the 
move to Rome and the account of the labour of learning Latin. Again, 
I find the arguments of Harrison convincing. 


Lucius Becomes a Book 


In an attempt to explain the transition of narrative voice from the book 
itself to Lucius, Harrison argues: 


When the narrator begins talking about a trip to Thessaly, 1t 1s fairly 
clear that the idenüty of the speaker has changed, without any kind of 
formal exit, for the book itself cannot depart from the narrative which it 
physically contains; in the prologue we hear the voice of the book itself, 
in the second chapter that of the main character of its narrative, a nar- 
rative which the prologue has already introduced.** 


Harrison's explanation seems unsatisfactory. The first person voice 
begins to tell the story in 1.2.1 and it is not until 1.24.6 that the name 


?! A version of this story is entitled AovKtog fj "Ovoc (to which we may refer as Onos) 
and is found among the manuscripts of Lucian. In Bibliotheke 129 the Patriarch Photius 
describes a work entitled Aovkiov Hatpéws petapopp@oewv Aóyot ôiébopot (to which 
we may refer as Metamorphoses) ascribed to Lucius of Patrae which he compares with the 
Onos. He is unable to decide which work comes first, although he is inclined to think 
that Lucian in the Metamorphoses epitomizes the Onos of Lucius of Patrae. Subsequent 
scholarship has taken various positions on the authorship and mutual dependence of 
these works and on the question of Apuleius’ use of them: for recent bibliography 
see Schlam and Finkelpearl 36-41. See Mason (1994) for a judicious review of these 
questions. Mason concludes that we do not know the author either of the Onos or 
of the Metamorphoses, but that the Onos 1s an epitome of the Metamorphoses. Apuleius? 
Metamorphoses was influenced, not by the Onos, but by the Metamorphoses. 

% Cf. Mason (1978) 1. 

% See Callebat for a good discussion. 

* Harrison (1990) 513. 
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of Lucius is mentioned for the first time as Lucius is addressed by 
his old friend Pythias in the market place in Hypata. That “the book 
itself cannot depart from the narrative which it physically contains” is 
understandable enough: yet we are still left with an enormous lacuna 
between the voice of the book and the voice of Lucius. It is this lacuna 
that I wish to bridge. 

We may remedy the lacuna of voice presented by Harrison’s argu- 
ment by turning to a text that he neglects. Lucius recounts to Milo 
and Pamphile how he encountered a Chaldaean prophet, Diophanes, 
in Corinth before he undertook his trip to Thessaly. The prophet made 
the following prediction (2.12.5): 


Mihi denique proventum huius peregrinationis inquirenti multa respondit 
et oppido mira et satis varia: nunc enim gloriam satis floridam, nunc 
historiam magnam et incredundam fabulam et libros me futurum. 


Vallette translates: 


A moi-méme, enfin, qui lui demandais ce qu’il adviendrait de ce voy- 
age, il a annoncé une quantité de choses tout a fait merveilleuses et très 
diverses: j'aurais une brillante renommée; je serais, d'autre part, le héros 
d'une longue histoire, d'une fable incroyable, et l'on en ferait un ouvrage 
en plusieurs livres. 


Thus Vallette takes the words magnam et incredundam fabulam et libros me 
futurum to mean that Lucius is to become the subject of a history, a fable, 
and a book.” I would prefer a more strict and literal translation such 
as that of Hanson: 


When I asked him about the outcome of this trip of mine, he gave several 
strange and quite contradictory responses: on the one hand my reputa- 
tion will really flourish, but on the other I will become a long story, an 
unbelievable tale, a book in several volumes. 


The noun fabula may mean either “tale” or “the subject of a tale" (for 
the latter see Horace, Epistles. 1.13.9 and Epodes XL8 where it bears 
the sense *common talk"). In Chariton's novel Chaereas and Callirhoe 5.5, 
Callirhoe complains that she has become the subject of malicious gos- 
sip: dujyynua yéyova.*° These metonymous uses of fabula and ynya, 
where it refers to a good reputation, reflect badly upon the person who 


5 So De Jong 210-11. 
** Cf. Mason (1978) 9 for the comparison. 
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is the subject of the tale. At Metamorphoses 2.12.5. Lucius is only too 
anxious that fabula mean a good reputation for himself: I have not been 
able to find such a metonymous use of Astoria or of liber. 

It was probably such use of fabula that encouraged Vallette to translate 
the passage as he did. Let us return to 2.12.5: 


Mihi denique proventum huius peregrinationis inquirenti multa respondit 
et oppido mira et satis varia: nunc enim gloriam satis floridam, nunc 
historiam magnam et incredundam fabulam et libros me futurum. 


First, the prophet foretells that Apuleius’ gloria would be flourishing. 
Then with the epexegetic anaphora of nunc, the subject of the indirect 
discourse is changed to Lucius himself. While the gloria is to flourish, 
Lucius is to become etc. Thus the emphasis is not on a property belong- 
ing to Lucius, but upon Lucius himself and what he is to become. 
The construction favours a literal interpretation. Latin is a concrete 
language whose colour is in the verb. We should beware of metony- 
mous understanding of nouns, unless it is really demanded. Winkler 
insists on construing the words me... libros futurum literally: “In the case 
at hand, me futurum has been rewritten in the primary manuscript F 
as me facturum: ‘I would make books." Winkler sees this as a typical 
copyist's simplification and prefers the literal reading on the grounds: 
praestet lectio difficilior." 

In a subsequent study, Harrison argues concerning the passage at 
2.12.5: "At Met. 2.12.5 Lucius reports to his host Milo a prediction 
made about him at Corinth by the Chaldaean prophet Diophanes: 
he and the Journey he is about to embark on will be famous and turn 
into a fantastic narrative in several books... this is plainly a reference 
to the inclusion of Lucius in Apuleius’ novel.” Lucius makes enquiry 
concerning the outcome of his journey, but the prophecy concerns 
Lucius himself. Again the meaning of libros me futurum cannot be that 
Lucius will be the subject of a book.?? 

In Book 11.27 Lucius has been initiated into the rites of Isis, but 
wonders if he should not also be initiated into the rites of Osiris. His 
doubt is laid to rest as in a dream he sees a vision of a priest who 
will so initiate him. Upon enquiry, he finds a priest who matches the 


37 Winkler 159 and note 46. Nicolai 159 also favours the literal interpretation. 
% Harrison (2000) 231—2; Harrison cites Smith 532-3 for this view. 
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description of the figure in his dream and finds further that this priest 
has himself had a dream (11.27.9): 


He had a dream on the preceding night: while he was arranging garments 
for the great god, he heard from the god’s own mouth, with which he 
pronounces each person’s fate, that a man from Madauros was being sent 
to him (mitti sibi Madaurensem); the man was quite poor, but it behoved 
the priest to administer the god’s initation rites to him at once since by 
the god’s providence the man would acquire fame for his studies and the 
priest himself ample recompense.? 


This passage is often construed to mean that Lucius is to be identified 
with Apuleius who comes from Madauros.'? Penwill observes: 


The god of course does not lie; there is a sense in which Asinius will 
encounter a man from Madauros, but this does not happen when he 
meets Lucius. What Osiris predicts is the incorporation of Asinius into 
the Madauran’s book, not the metamorphosis of fictive narrator into 
actual author“! 


Harrison argues: 


Asinius gets it wrong in the sense that he has misidentified Lucius as 
Apuleius, who will ‘be sent’ later to Asinius as the author of the story in 
which both Asinius and Lucius appear as characters. Apuleius is here a 
metonym for his book, a usage common in Roman thought, and Madau- 
rensem may be chosen with the future book in mind, since it specifically 
anticipates the appearance of the author’s toponym in the title-inscription 
of the Metamorphoses. ... Lucius’ true literary glory is not to be a celebrated 
writer himself but to be the subject of a major work of literature.” 


Lucius’ gullibility and greed for literary glory lead him to ignore the 
details and apply the prophecy to himself. Harrison then proceeds 
to link the passage in 11.27 to the passage at 2.12, the Chaldaean 
prophet’s forecast about Lucius and quotes Smith: 


Diophanes’ prophecy is clearly a tongue-in-cheek reference to the Meta- 
morphoses itself: the libri which will record Lucius’ adventures are the eleven 
books which make up the novel as we have it.“ 


3 Trans. Hanson. 

*? Harrison (2000) 229 and bibliography there cited. 

^' Penwill 223-226 at 225. 

? Harrison (2000) 230-31; for the use of the author's name to refer to his book see 
Harrison (2000) n108 and Martial 14.186—95. 

5 Harrison (2000) 231-32. 

^ Smith 532-3. 
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Harrison remarks: 


Lucius’ literary fame is again foretold, and again Lucius latches eagerly 
on to the prediction; though this time the prophecy seems to be correctly 
interpreted as a prediction of Lucius’ fame as the subject of a work of 
literature (Lucius does not seem to interpret the “bri as an autobiographical 
story by himself), Lucius cannot possibly imagine the future framework 
of the Latin novel of Apuleius in which he will be celebrated.” 


Again I shall insist that a proper construal of 2.12.5 would demand that 
Lucius is not merely the subject of a book: he becomes a book. This 
interpretation may be confirmed if, in 11.27.9, we follow Harrison in 
seeing in Madaurensem, not a reference to the author Apuleius, but to 
his book-to-be, the Metamorphoses. Thus the priest both meets Lucius in 
the flesh and prophesies his meeting with Lucius-become-book. 
Nicolai finds Harrison’s argument “seductive.” He argues, however, 
that in 2.12.5 the book identifies itself with the the narrative first person 
voice (libros me futurum). Harrison’s hypothesis is vitiated by the trap set by 
Apuleius.“ Nicolai's argument depends upon his view that the narrative 
voice belongs to someone other than the book (in Nicolai’s view, it is a 
floating narrative voice independent of Apuleius, Lucius, or the book 
and its Greek antecedents). Yet it is not that the book identifies itself 
with the narrative voice: rather, on my argument, the narrator (Lucius) 
is transformed into a book, the “talking book" of Harrison." 
Kahane objects: “[Harrison] arrives at the conclusion that the 
speaker is a book. This is an important and interesting suggestion, but 
one which, significantly, severs the connection between speech (and 
writing) and a person."* My thesis, that there is a seamless continuity 


* Harrison (2000) 232. 

^9 Nicolai 148. 

? Fernández-Savater notes that in the Rhetorica ad Herennium 1.8.13 the noun fabula is 
defined as fictional whereas historia is defined as true account. In the Metamorphoses she 
finds that fabula usually describes an oral account that Lucius-the-ass-narrator relates 
on the part of those to whom he yields the floor or stories he has heard from others. 
She argues that historia has the sense of a written master narrative combining all of 
these oral stories. Thus there is the contrast beteen fabulae and the written version in 
the papyrus of the prologue. The prophet in 2.12 refers both to fabula and to historia. 
Fernández-Savater argues that the written account (as distinguished from the oral 
tradition that it collects) is the historia as the collection of such accounts. Fernández- 
Savater, however, believes that the words of the prophet make Lucius the subject of a 
book and not the book itself: 

* Kahane (2001) 234n15. 
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between Lucius the protagonist/narrator and the final metamorphosis 
of Lucius into a book, should settle this question. 

I would then favour a construal that would have Lucius become, 
not just the subject of a book, but a book. What then would this 
mean? The whole of the Metamorphoses makes tremendous demands 
on credulity. We are to believe that a man is changed into an ass and 
then back into a man. Could we not adopt the view that the speaker 
in the prologue is both Lucius and the book itself? If Lucius becomes a 
book and the book speaks, then in a sense Lucius is speaking through 
the book that he has become. The biographical details that do not 
suit Lucius as the speaker of the prologue may yet cling to the book 
qua book. The identity of Lucius and the book explains the seamless 
transition between the voice of the prologue and the introduction of 
Lucius himself as the narrator. 


A Digression 


We may well ask what it would mean that Lucius is metamorphosed 
into a book. To answer this question, I must undertake a detour into 
the Platonism of Apuleius who describes himself as philosophus Platonicus 
(Apology 10.6) (the claim is accepted by his fellow North African, St. 
Augustine).? It is important to understand that, in the Second Sophistic, 
Plato was not only a philosopher, but a model for rhetorical imitation 
and formation.” We shall see that the oblique narrative technique of 
the Metamorphoses owes much to the same technique in Plato's Symposium. 
Plato is notoriously a literary artist as well as a philosopher. Yet the bal- 
ance must be construed in favour of philosophy. In Apuleius the weight 
shifts toward rhetoric and literature. For the Second Sophistic, the book, 
e.g., the book of Plato, becomes, as Sandy observes, a revered object in 
a cult of the past and and an item absorbed into a fancy for biblioma- 
nia.?' I shall be arguing here that Apuleius is aware of the limitations 
of such an approach. He delivers this message to the astute reader by 
means of a highly developed irony. The reader comes to believe that 


® Ci. Dei 8.12; 8.14; 8.24; 9.3; 10.27; for futher acceptance of this claim cf. Har- 
rison (2000) 5n19. 

5 Cf. Sandy 176-232. 

51 Cf. Sandy 42-48. 
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he is introduced to the mysteries of human and divine identity in a 
Platonized Isiac conversion. Yet this Platonism is lacking in dialectic, 
absorbed as it is into rhetoric and narrative. The final metamorphosis 
is present to us from the first: Lucius is transformed into a book. This 
final metamorphosis symbolizes the bookish and unphilosophical char- 
acter of the Metamorphoses and the Second Sophistic. Significantly, the 
prologue offers us only one half of the usual promise of ancient letters: 
only the dulce and not the utile. While utilitas seems to be offered to us 
by the Platonism of the work, it is taken back again in the implicit 
palinode of Lucius’ final metamorphosis. 


Platonism and Identity in the Metamorphoses 


The influence of Plato’s Symposium is manifest from the beginning. 
Apuleius imitates the confusing chain of narration at the beginning of 
Plato’s Symposium. As he begins his narrative he, like Plato, suppresses 
and delays the identity of his narrators. The structure of the story, 
with its unnamed interlocutor and its uncertainty of narrative voice, 
creates a distance between the reader and the material reminiscent of 
the effects realized by similar devices in the Symposium.” (The story of 
Cupid and Psyche reflects both the Diotima passage of the Symposium 
and the ascent of the soul to the Plain of Truth in Plato’s Phaedrus).** 
Apuleius’ Middle Platonic distinction between the intelligible and sen- 
sible worlds owes much to the middle dialogues of Plato. 

Apuleius invests the pleroma of the intelligible world in the goddess 
Isis who is also the fount of all identity. As the moon rises over the sea, 
the still asinine Lucius beholds the divine vision of Isis. As she reveals 
herself to him, she presents the Isiac aretalogy (11.5.1): 


Behold, Lucius, moved by your prayers I have come, I the mother of 
the universe, mistress of all the elements, and first offspring of the ages; 
mightiest of deities, queen of the dead, and foremost of heavenly beings; 
my one person manifests the aspect of all gods and goddesses. With my 
nod I rule the starry heights of heaven, the health-giving breezes of the 
sea, and the plaintive silences of the underworld. My divinity is one, 
worshipped by all the world under different forms, with various rites, 
and by manifold names.‘ 


? Cf Anderson 80 and Penwill 19n37. 
5 Tatum 53. 
5t Trans. Hanson. 
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We may notice that, as is proper for such an aretalogy, the speech is cast 
in the first person.” There is a tradition that a god, in contrast with a 
human being, enjoys perfection of identity, i.e., may use the word “I” 
without mediation. For example, when I use the word “T” it is always 
qualified in some way: I am a scholar, a husband, a cat fancier, etc. My 
“T” 1s scattered among many identities and is, in a religious context, 
ultimately parasitical upon the perfect identity of the god. 

In De E apud Delphos 392 A, Plutarch (to whom there appears to 
be reference in the Metamorphoses 1.2.1; 2.3.2) interprets the Delphic 
Epsilon to represent the second person singular present indicative of 
the verb “to be” in Greek, ei, “Thou art,” as a humble reply to the 
Delphic command T'v@1 oavtév, “Know Thyself.” This means that 
the Delphic god Apollo is alone pure being and pure identity, while 
the human being, in contrast with the god, has only a parasitic version 
of ego identity, is imperfectly “I.” 

A similar interpretation may be offered of Chaerephon’s consultation 
of the oracle at Delphi in Plato’s Apology of Socrates. Chaerephon asks, 
“Who is the wisest man?” The Pythia answers that there is no man 
wiser than Socrates (20e8-21a7). Socrates then construes this response 
as a command for him to discover a person wiser than himself through 
the exercise of the Socratic elenchos and, of course, he finds no-one. 
The implication is that the god alone is wise or, to put it in another 
way, could alone and without mediation proclaim: “I am wise.”° 

We should locate the first person aretalogy of Isis in Book 11 within 
the above tradition. There is a confusion throughout the Metamorphoses, 
as we have seen, with respect to narrative voice. Apuleius is building 
the imperfection of human identity into the very structure of his nar- 
ration. ‘This confusion with respect to narrative voice builds toward the 
moment of the Isiac aretalogy in which the goddess presents herself 
as the perfection of identity. She also ends the scattered curiositas of 
Lucius when she says she is “the uniform manifestation of all the gods 
and goddesses.” The "I" of Isis includes the totality of identity and 
also the totality of the divine. 

Lucius’ metamorphosis into an ass is not complete: he still has, for 
example, a desire for human sustenance (10.15). Also, he has the ability 


5 Cf the Cyme aretalogy of Isis, which is contemporary with Apuleius and is cast 
in the first person in Peek 122 and Tatum 155. For the date see Peek 122n1. (Tatum 
155-6 seems to conflate the Cyme aretalogy with the Ios aretalogy in Peek 123-25). 

°° Cf Schroeder 344. 
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to think as a man (although in 7.16.2, in his capacity as an ass, he looks 
forward to sex with the fillies in the pasture!). ‘The underlying erotic logic 
of Plato’s Symposium teaches that we love, in the sense of desire, that 
which we do not have. For this reason, the gods do not love, because 
they have (204a). Consider our condition! We can barely hold on to 
what we have! A person seems to be the same from childhood to senility. 
Yet, insists Diotima, a person never having the same things in himself 
is called the same (6 aùtòç KaAetta1), but from youth onward is losing 
parts of himself with respect to his hair and his flesh and his bones 
and his blood and all of his body. In the soul, too, he loses character, 
manners, opinions, desires, pleasures, and fears, so that these are not 
the same in him. Forgetfulness is the departure of knowledge and when 
we say that we learn, we are always but remembering what we have 
forgotten (207c7—208b6). Diotima's reflection well suits the uncertain 
narration of the events highlighted in the introduction. The theme also 
may serve well Apuleius’ purposes in his account of human life in terms 
of metamorphosis. Alas for Lucius! Having followed the wrong eros of 
curiositas, he cannot even maintain the form that he has! 

The Metamorphoses is a product of Middle Platonism. Yet we must 
remember that its mode of expressing the distinction between the 
intelligible and sensible worlds is not that of philosophical argument, 
but rather that of narration. Narration is present, of course, in Plato’s 
Symposium as well. We have Diotima’s story of the birth of Eros. We 
have also the precious narration of the story of Agathon’s banquet 
and its brilliant company, including Socrates. There is a question 
concerning the role of literary detail in the dialogues of Plato. We 
should remember that the literary detail of Plato’s dialogues is itself 
of philosophical significance. 

The story is one of conversion. Yet the Symposium contains its own 
account of conversion. At Symposium 210d4, the soul that has com- 
pleted its ascent on the ladder of love “is turned” (tetpappévoc) toward 
the great sea of Beauty. In the Republic 518d5, the soul being turned 
toward being, “will be turned" (uetaotpapnoetat) because it is before 
not turned (tetpauuévo) in the right direction, even though it has eyes 
with which to see. That moment is captured brilliantly by Apuleius in 
making Isis, the fulfillment of the divine world, the very instrument of 
Lucius’ deliverance. 

In Plato, the soul proceeds from imperfect instances of beauty to 
beauty itself, adto tò KaAOV, the perfect identity of beauty. In Apuleius’ 
story, the progress is from the imperfect identity of human (or subhuman) 


130 FREDERIC M. SCHROEDER 


biography to the perfect identity of the goddess. This identity, this abid- 
ing sameness, defying and transforming the mutability of our lives, 1s 
as suitable to Apuleius’ purely narrative framework as is beauty itself 
to the erotic and philosophical paideia of the Symposium. 


A Palinode 


I have argued above that the transformation of Lucius into a book is 
among the metamorphoses that the tale includes. The book itself casts 
a spell upon us as it seeks to tie together different sorts of tales (varias 
Jabulas) to “enchant” our ears (aures tuas. .. permulceam). The verb permulcere 
may translate the Greek éndôeiv used of the benign enchantment of 
Plato’s Charmides 157a. Again we are in the presence of witchcraft, 
in this case practised by one who has himself been bewitched (in 
becoming a book). 

We might be inclined to think that the spell is divine, that we are 
ourselves being inducted into the mysteries of Isis. Yet let us pause before 
we celebrate the final fate of Lucius. For a person to become a book is 
not the finest destiny for the Platonist. In the Protagoras 329a1-b1 a poli- 
tician or an orator is unfavourably compared to books that can neither 
ask nor answer questions like philosophers. We may also think of the 
censure on writing in the Phaedrus 274c5-275bl which condemns the 
god Thoth for giving us writing and destroying memory and dialectic. 
Perhaps Thoth and the scorn for writing are reflected in the words of 
the prologue: modo si papyrum Aegyptiam argutia Nilotict calami inscriptam 
non spreveris inspicere? The spell may not be benign. 

Laird, who argues that the prologue may, to a second reader, also 
be regarded as an epilogue to the story, notices the lapidary character 
of the narrative sentence tbi linguam... aggressus excolu which recalls 
"epitaphic inscription: a speech from the dead occupant of the tomb 


5 Cf. Schlam 479-80. For other uses see V.25 (of Pan advising Psyche after her 
abandonment) and 11.21 (of the priest seeking to check Lucius‘ impatience to be initi- 
ated.). In the Symposium, to which, as we have seen, the Metamorphoses owes a significant 
literary debt, Eros is described as a sorcerer (205d7-8). 

58 Cf. Trapp 40-41 who detects an association between these words and the Phaedrus. 
Trapp sees the promise of pleasure as a defiance of the philosopher’s insistence on 
serious content (but allows that a serious message may yet ensue). 
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to passers- by” Epitaphic inscriptions frequently provide, as here, a 
brief biographical account in the first person.” The final words of the 
Metamorphoses are gaudens obibam, “I rejoiced to carry out [the duties of 
a priest].” In this passage Laird detects a paronomastic play upon the 
sense of obibam as “I died.”°' We may strengthen Laird’s argument by 
observing another epigraphic feature of the last sentence of the novel 
where Lucius celebrates his priesthood: It is common in epitaphs for 
a first person voice to commemorate the deceased’s profession.” The 
Phaedrus extols the living word of dialectic to the cost of the implicitly 
dead letters of a book (276a8-9): Thus the bookish character of the 
prologue may further be associated with death. 

There would then be a link between the theme of death in the pro- 
logue and the same theme at the end of the novel. Laird observes: 


In addition to the autobiographical element already noted, other features 
of the Prologue recall epitaphic inscriptions which conventionally address 
wayfarers: the promise of brevity; wishing the reader well; language 
acquisition; the play on language as a written and oral medium; and 
movement between the third and first person. The evocation of epitaphic 
inscription in the Prologue is significant because it issues from a speaker 
who is connected with, or even identifiable with, the narrator of 11.30 
who at least implies that his death has occurred.™ 


The theme of death is also suggested by the inclusion of Taenaros (for 
Sparta) at the end of a list initiated by Attic Hymettos (for Athens) and 
Ephyrae (for Corinth). In the story of Cupid and Psyche, Psyche enters 
the underworld by way of a cave at Taenaros (6.17 and 20). This harry- 
ing of hell heralds Lucius’ own crossing of the threshold in his Isiac 
initiation (calcato Proserpinae limine, 11.23.7).5* 

The priest who is to conduct Lucius on this journey (11.22.8): 


... brought out from the secret part of the sanctuary some books inscribed 
with unknown characters. Some used the shapes of all sorts of animals 
to represent abridged expressions of liturgical language; in others, the 
ends of the letters were knotted and curved like wheels or interwoven like 


°° Laird 272. 

9 Cf Lattimore 285-7; cf. Vergil, Aeneid 4.653-8 where the dying Dido proclaims 
her achievements. 

51 Laird 275-76. 

? Cf again Lattimore 285-7. 

55 Laird 276. 

ĉ Innes 113. 
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vine-tendrils to protect their meaning from the curiosity of the unititiated 
(curiositate profanorum). From these books he read out to me the preparations 
which had to be made of initation.© 


Lucius then approaches the mystery of his katabasis with appropriate 
holy silence 11.23.5): 


Perhaps, my zealous reader, you are eager to learn what was said and 
done next. I would tell if it were permitted to tell; you would learn if it 
were permitted to hear. Both ears and tongue would incur equal guilt, 
the latter from its unholy talkativeness, the former from their unbridled 
curiosity (lemeriae curiositatis).°° 


The hieroglyphs of the book, preparing Lucius for the experience of 
spiritual death, are designed to elude the characteristic curiositas con- 
demned in Lucius. Lucius’ silence before his descent into the underworld 
similarly shields him from that quality. 

The transformation of Lucius into a book is surely a kind of death 
resembling the fate of Actaeon in the ecphrasis of the statues in 
Byrhhena’s mansion forever frozen into marble and inclining toward 
Diana optatu curioso, “with an inquisitive stare” (2.4.10). When Lucius 
is exhibited on a platform after the completion of his initation, his 
appearance is described as being in vicem simulacri, “in the guise of a 
statue” (11.24.4). The association suggests immobility and death. We 
have already seen that, in the Phaedrus, Thoth's gift of writing was 
destructive of memory. We have also observed that, for Diotima in the 
Symposium, the very act of day-to-day survival is an exercise in memory 
that keeps death at bay. The metamorphosis of Lucius into a book 
destroys memory and identity and is itself a form of death. The final 
metamorphosis of Lucius into a book as elusive as the hieroglyphs of 
the Isiac text conceals his ultimate fate from the curiositas of the reader. 
Yet reflection upon the significance of his final destiny will reveal the 
codes of the Metamorphoses. 

The prologue begins with the adversative adverb at: At ego tibi ser- 
mone isto Milesio varias fabulas conseram. De Jong argues persuasively that 
the opening sentence supposes antecedent dialogue and is reminiscent 
of Platonic dialogues that begin in the middle of a conversation." In 


9 Trans. Hanson. 

5?» ‘Trans. Hanson. 

7 We may note in particular that the exordium of the Symposium, to which we have 
attributed an important literary debt, so begins. For an account by Apuleius of one of 
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what might that antecedent conversation have consisted? The opening 
sentence clearly announces a transition, a transition from something to 
fiction or myth ( fabula). If we take the view that the prologue undertakes 
intertextual reference to Plato, we may suppose that the transition is 
from dialectical conversation to myth, in other words, a transition famil- 
iar in Plato from logos to mythos. That the book speaks mythos symbolizes 
its inability to engage in dialectical conversation. The book's preface 
also announces that it will deliver only half of the agenda of ancient 
letters: delight with no instruction. With Lucius’ transformation into 
book Apuleius advertises the limits of his art: it represents a moment 
of critical self-reflection on the part of the Second Sophistic. (We 
may observe that Apuleius, who here writes Platonic narrative, was 
not innocent of Platonic dialectic: he tells us that he fashioned nec non 
dialogos laudatos philosophis (Florida 9.28).°° 

We have remarked that the Metamorphoses 1s not dialectical, but rather 
a story. In the end, what is telling us about the transforming encounter 
with Isis is a book. In a final irony, the dead letters of a book, resistant 
to the living word of dialectic and destructive of memory, are the only 
and unhappy witness that we have. The Symposium, which celebrates the 
anagogical ascent to Beauty itself, is also a tragic commentary on the 
imperfection of memory and the impermanence of human life. Even 
so the Metamorphoses, which yields the transforming vision of Isis, also 
presents us with a final metamorphosis of man into thing. 


his own dialogues that follows the Platonic practice of reporting antecedent dialogue 
see Florida 18.42-3 and Harrison (2001) 125. 

5* Harrison (2000) 252-59, argues that the use of Platonism on the part of Apuleius 
is both rhetorical and playful, even mocking, and is not to be taken seriously. Even so 
what others take to be a profound Platonic vision in the appearance of Isis to Lucius 
is only another occasion for his credulity to be exploited, in this case by the venal Isiac 
priesthood. The difficulty with unravelling the credulity of Lucius is knowing where 
to stop. For example, if we say that the vision of Isis is an instance of autosuggestion, 
then what shall we say of his metamorphosis into an ass? The story surely demands 
some suspension of disbelief on the part of the reader. 

®© That by dialogos he means Platonic dialogues becomes clear from Florida 20.5—6 
where he says that he imitated Plato in this respect. 

I presented earlier versions of this paper at the conference of the International Society 
for Neoplatonic Studies on Platonism, Neoplatonism, and Literature at the University 
of Maine in Orono in 2002 and at a session of the Canadian Society for Neoplatonic 
Studies at the Colloque de la Société Philosophique du Québec in 2004. 
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“Hv 68 À povh navtayoð tod GÉpos od uia ueuepiouévn, AAA uia 
NOVTAYOD GAN: xoi tò THs Oyeoc dé, ei TAD ó àp thv Lopeny Éxet, Éyei 
où pepepiouévnv: od yàp àv čys teb, exer éket thv Loppñv. 

Ennead VI 4[22] 12,9-12 


But the sound was everywhere in the air and not as one sound divided into 
parts, but as one whole sound everywhere; and with sight, if the air has 
the shape of being affected, it has it not divided into parts; for wherever 
the sight is placed, it has the shape there. (transl. A.H. Armstrong) 


1. Introduction 


It is always a source of amazement that fundamental distinctions in 
philosophy can sometimes be lost. This is peculiarly true in the history 
of modern philosophy and often obscures the reading of thinkers like 
Plotinus, who is accused of being opaque and reveling in irrational 
mysticism while the actual difficulty is the loss of one of his major 
distinctions. Plotinus’ discussion of the One’s omnipresence is a case 
in point where this kind of misunderstanding remains particularly 
prevalent. Unlike Otto,’ Plotinus does not see God as totally other, 
transcendent in such a way as to have no relation at all to the universe. 


! Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (Oxford University Press, 1978 reprint), V. The 
Analysis of ‘Mysterium’ 4. The ‘Wholly Other, pp. 25-30. It is interesting that in 
this chapter Otto quotes Augustine, Confessions X1.9.1, that he is “a-shudder, in so far 
as I am unlike it, a-glow in so far as I am like it” (p. 28, n. 1). Augustine has it right, 
we are other; Otto switches it around, so that God is other. Not surprisingly, Otto’s 
analysis of the numinous, the presence of the divine, keeps it “as objective and outside 
the self” (p. 11). Transcendence and omnipresence have become a synthetic attribute 
in the one case and a feeling in the other; one cannot imagine a position further from 
that of Plotinus. 
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Otto's understanding is rooted in Kantian assumptions that often still 
remain the uncritical biases of all too many contemporary thinkers. I 
have been increasingly appreciative of my neo-scholastic training, which 
makes it much easier to recognize the cogency of Plotinus! account of 
the One, particularly as present to all things at the deepest ontological 
level. This brief excursus of VI 5[23], the second part of the treatise 
entitled *On the presence of being, one and the same, everywhere as 
a whole," is designed to bring into relief the fundamental ideas that 
Plotinus uses to root all forms of immanence and omnipresence in a 
properly understood transcendence.? For this purpose, a detailed analysis 
of VI 5[23] 1 and 4.1-18 is necessary. 


2. One and the same God 


Plotinus begins with something that appears to recent commentators 
as an unusual appeal to common human experience, but one that, as 
Armstrong strangely notes, seems no longer possible in the modern 
Western world.? 


? [n VI 4[22], Plotinus has shown that forms, which he equates with Aristotelian 
accidents, are immanent in corporeal things and are transcendent only in awareness, 
sensible or rational; souls, equated with Aristotelian substances, are omnipresent to 
bodies and transcendent as remaining independent and within the intelligible world; 
intellect and its powers are also omnipresent and transcendent. For a discussion of VI 
4[22], see my articles, “Plotinus and the Platonic Parmenides," International Philosophical 
Quarterly, 32 (1992) 443-457 and “Plotinus on the Soul’s Omnipresence in Body,” 
forthcoming in The Journal of Neoplatonic Studies. See Studi Sull’anima in Plotino, ed. by 
Riccardo Chiaradonna (Naples: Bibliopolis, 2005) for a variety of discussions of 
Plotinus’ earliest treatises (IV 7[2], IV 8[6]) on the immateriality of the soul and its 
consequences, background for Plotinus’ work in VI 4—5[22—23]. 

* Plotinus, Ennead VI. 1-5, tr. A. H. Armstrong (Cambridge, MA, Harvard University 
Press, 1988), pp. 326-27, n. 1: “This is one of Plotinus’ rare appeals to the common 
experience of mankind as a good starting-point for a philosophical investigation (III. 
7. 1 may be compared, though ‘we’ there probably means ‘philosophers’ rather than 
‘mankind in general’). The way in which he expresses this general consent may remind 
us of how much the centuries of Christianity and anti-Christianity have changed the 
common thinking of our own world. What he says here would probably still be true in 
India.” Armstrong’s comments seem overly hasty and do not do justice to the careful 
argument Plotinus presents in VI 5[23] 1, and its reprise at the beginning of VI 5[23] 
4,1-13. It is hasty to say that Plotinus is appealing to common experience without 
clarifying the precise thrust of his argument, and the reference to Christianity and 
India obscures the precise philosophical provenance of the contrast between Modern 
and non-Modern philosophy. 
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A certain common notion says that the one and the same in number is 
everywhere present as a whole, whenever all are naturally moved to call 
the God in each of us as one and the same. 


TO EV koi TADTOV åp ravraxod Gua SAov eivo koh uév tig Évvoid 

pnow eivat, ÖTAV TÉVTES KLVOULEVOL AdTOMLaS A€yWOoL TOV ÈV EKKOTO 

fiuv Bedv óc ëv xoi TOV adtov. 1,1—4 
This common notion, with its Stoic echo,* places the examination of 
omnipresence in a context different from that in VI 4/22], which is 
restricted to the relation of soul, as the power from intellect, to the 
corporeal. On the one hand, there is a similarity between the pres- 
ence of soul and intellect to the sensible world (or some one of its 
parts) as a whole, and the presence of God to all human beings. On 
the other hand, there will be intriguingly different implications to the 
omnipresence of God, awareness of which is peculiarly human as 
this passage indicates. As we shall see soon, Plotinus is not restricting 
the omnipresence of God to human beings, but instead is using this 
general human recognition as the point of entry for understanding all 
lesser modes of omnipresence. What has already been examined in VI 
4[22] in the technical language of philosophy, “the one and the same 
in number that is present everywhere as a whole,” is here identified 
with the prephilosophical and unreflective notion of all human beings, 
not merely philosophers, in naming the God in each of us as one and 
the same. 

Plotinus first pinpoints the philosophical character of this common 
notion precisely as the foundation of all thought, and then answers the 
challenge of someone like Sextus Empiricus by returning to philosophi- 
cal principles articulated by Plato and Aristotle to explain it: 


And if someone were not to ask them how nor want to examine their 
opinion rationally, thus they would affirm and, this being active in their 
reason, thus they would come to rest, firmly set somehow on the one and 
the same, and would not want to be cut away from this unity. 


* Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism, 3,2—12, presents a discussion of God, with 
the common notion of God occurring in paragraphs 3, 6, 11, in the context of what 
the dogmatist needs to admit and what Sextus then sees as the contradictions that fol- 
low. Plotinus’ argument can be seen as addressing these objections in terms of his own 
understanding of the nature of immateriality and its consequences for understanding 
the nature of God as transcendent and omnipresent. The Outlines of Pyrrhonism can be 
found in Sextus Empiricus, Vol. 1 (Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1933) 
and in Hellenistic Philosophy: Introductory Readings, tr. by Brad Inwood and Lloyd Gerson 
(Indianopolis, Hackett Publishing Co, 1988), pp. 219-22. 
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Kat ET TIg HDTODS TOV cpónov uh ion tot UNdE Ady éSeráGew thv 605v 
adtdv é8éA01, oUtoc Gv xoi Veivto xoi évepyodvtes todto TA Savoia 
OÙTHG KVANADOIVTO Eig £v TOG OUVEPELOOVTEG Koi TADTOV, Koi ODS’ Cv 
eBéAo1ev TAINS Ths Évotntos &nOGyICeoBar. 1.4-8 


The problem is that these questions function as if this common notion 
were like any opinion or idea.° Plotinus indicates, on the contrary, that 
this notion is fundamental. In fact, this notion is already active in rea- 
son and is the ground on which all human knowledge rests, so much 
so that no one would want to be cut off from it. The a priori claim 
asserted in these initial phrases becomes the subject of examination in 
the rest of the chapter. 

Plotinus continues not by arguing for this claim as if it were an opin- 
ion brought about arbitrarily by some human artifice, but by describing, 
phenomenologically as it were, how it expresses the nature of the case. 
The next lines present us with his first distinctions. 


And this is the most certain principle of all, which our souls shout, as it 
were, not summed up from particulars, but coming before all particulars 
and before that [principle] which affirms and states that all things desire 
the good. 


xoà got né&vvov DeBoaotótn åpxń, Tv bonep ai yoya huv pðéyyovtar, uii 
èk TOV KABEKAOTA GvyKEaADIMBEIon, GA AG npó vv kaðékaota nóvtov 
npoeABoGoo Kai mpd ékeivns Tis tod Gya8od návta dpéyecBar tiÜeuévnc 
te Ko Aeyobons. 1.8-12 


That God is one and the same is the most certain principle of all and 
our souls do not need to be persuaded of this nor learn it, but it 1s 
present naturally or spontaneously, as Plotinus phrases it at the begin- 
ning of the chapter. In these lines, he states first that it is a principle 


? In this first move, Plotinus indicates that Sextus, and those like him, are confus- 
ing two distinct orders of discourse. Plotinus’ critique of Sextus, then, is that he 
takes explanation and rational analysis as if they were themselves the foundation and 
beginning of thought. Plotinus counters with the claim that philosophical reflection is 
designed to elucidate the meaning of a more primordial truth already contained at the 
pre-reflective level. For a recent expression of the same sort of concern, John Macmur- 
ray, The Self as Agent and Persons in Relation (New York, Harper & Brothers Publishers, 
1957), examines how religion constitutes the primordial mode of human knowledge, 
with other modes derivative from it and dependent on it. Mircea Eliade, in /mages and 
Symbols (New York, A Search Book, Sheed and Ward, 1969) and other works, examines 
the structure and significance of pre-linguistic thought. Susanne Langer, Philosophy in 
a New Key (Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1957), has a similar project in 
tracing the origins of language and its unique appearance among human beings. 
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not known by a process of abstraction or induction, based on moving 
from particulars to the general. It is thus not at all like an explanation 
or theory about the nature of things, as would be true with the kinds 
of explanations to be found in arts or sciences. It is, in a word, not a 
concept, idea, or hypothesis put forward by the human mind to make 
sense of the cosmos, but is somehow a priori, to use Kant’s phrase. 
His reference to Aristotle’s Metaphysics, IV4 1005b11—12 indicates that 
Plotinus considers this a first principle, “which,” as Aristotle says, “it is 
necessary to have for one who understands anything about beings and 
is not an assumption; and what is necessary to know for one who knows 
anything, one must have come already having [this] (1005b15—17).” 
This effectively establishes God as the first principle of all knowledge 
for Plotinus, a rephrasing as well as the ground for Aristotle’s principle 
of non-contradiction.^ Plotinus states all this with incredible brevity, but 
his point is nevertheless clear that the first principle of knowledge, as 
will be evident later also of being, must be one and the same thing. 

The desire of all things for the good switches from an Aristotelian 
to a Platonic context, Plotinus stating that God is prior to the good as 
an object of desire. It is still a matter of God as a priori, but as prior 
to all other goods or principles of goodness, especially the soul and 
intellect examined in VI 4[22]. He begins by describing how the good 
ordinarily functions as an object of desire, particularly in terms of the 
unity that is the goal of all such desire: 


For that [principle] would be true in this way, if all things were tending 
to unity and were a unity, and the desire were of this [unity]. On the one 
hand, this unity in going forth to other [unities], as far as it is possible 
for it to advance, would appear and even in a way be many. 


otto yàp äv otn &AnÜec cin, ei tà névro eig £v oneddor Kai v ein, 
Kai tovtov Tj dpeéic etn. tò yàp £v toOto npoióv uiv émi Oótepo, èg’ 
Ocov mpoeAPetv adt® oióv te, TOAAG Gv pavein te Kat nog xoi etn... 
1.12-16 


ê Plotinus alludes to and is following Aristotle’s argument for the principle of non- 
contradiction. No proof of it can be given, but objections can be answered, especially 
in the sense that the objector must be using the very idea that is being attacked in 
order to formulate the attack. In the present context, the notion of God precedes and 
is the basis for all subsequent thought. Once Plotinus has formulated these assump- 
tions, he can deduce their consequences, as he does relative to intellect and soul in 
VI 5[23] 2-3 and 5-12. 


142 GARY M. GURTLER, SJ. 


Plotinus states that things desire the good as an external unity toward 
which they are directed. This kind of good is also characteristic of 
human production or art, where different things are fitted together or 
blended to form a new unity that the human agent intends to serve 
some purpose. Modern philosophy tends to construe all desire for an 
end as inevitably reducible to this human desire and intention, with 
the claim that all teleology is necessarily anthropomorphic. 

The context in this passage, however, is not in the least anthropomor- 
phic, and there is in fact no allusion to human production. Instead, the 
locus classicus for understanding this desire for the good is found in the 
Republic and other works where Plato attempts to articulate the various 
kinds of unities derivative of the forms and especially the form of the 
good. These unities include that of the sensible cosmos, of the forms 
themselves, and of various unities that occur within them with varying 
degrees of stability. Plotinus agrees that this kind of good indeed yields 
unity, but too many of them, as is already apparent in Plato. Plotinus 
thus recognizes that there is no single unity toward which all things 
tend, but there is a multiplicity of unities, none of which is necessarily 
the good for all the others. External goods or unities may be subordi- 
nated or coordinated, but cannot ultimately be reduced to one unity, 
even the form of the good, and thus this good as the object of desire 
cannot be identified with God. Put in terms of unity, not everything 
in the cosmos is, or needs to be, directed toward the same end or 
unity, but each unity advances toward others only to the degree 
possible. 

Plotinus contrasts this derivative desire of the good with one more 
ancient and natural, a desire of the good that is of itself rather than 
of something else.’ 


7 Asger Ousager, “Sufficient Reason, Identities and Discernibles in Plotinus," Dionysius, 
21 (2003) 219-40, uses various principles formulated by Leibniz to shed light on the 
very careful distinctions about the nature of the One that Plotinus articulates in the 
Enneads. As in the present context, Plotinus identifies the One with the Good beyond 
being of Rep. 509b, and thus distinct from the form of the good in the intelligible 
world. In VI 5[23] 1 and 4, Plotinus takes three terms, unity, the good and being, and 
applies them to the One, with transformations in their meaning that correspond to 
Ousager’s analysis in relation to the transcendent One. They are examined here, how- 
ever, in relation to the One’s omnipresence, undergoing a similar fundamental change, 
moving from external to internal causes of things. Ousager hints at this in distinguish- 
ing between cause and reason (attiov Kai aitia), but does not consider explicitly the 
omnipresence of the One in his analysis. Frederic Schroeder, “Prophecy and Remem- 
brance in Plotinus" Proceeding of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy, Vol. XII, 
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On the other hand, the ancient nature and the desire of the good, the 
very thing which is of itself, really leads to unity, and every nature tends 
to this [unity], to itself: For this is the good for this one nature, to be of 
itself and to be itself: but this is to be one. 


118’ &pyata pois Kai T] OpeËis Tod &yaBod, önep &otiv adtod, eig £v 
SOvTMS yet, koi éri TODTO GREVOEL NAGA PbOIc, EM’ ÉWUTNV. TODTO YAP oT 
tò åyaðòv TH WG tavty Ede tò eivar adtfig Kal eivat adthv: Toûto 8’ 
goti tò eivoa utav. 1.16-20 


The phrase, “the ancient nature”, emphasizes the Platonic character 
of this discussion and how this good is different from the good as an 
external end. Plato uses it, as the notes in H-S? indicate, in Symposium 
192e9, where Aristophanes refers to the original, unsplit human condi- 
tion of wholeness, in Republic 611d2, where the soul is compared to the 
sea god, Glaucus, with the contrast between the original and present 
conditions of each, and in Timaeus 90d5, where the intelligent part 
of the soul is to be brought to likeness to its proper intelligent object 
according to its ancient nature. The good in the present context is thus 
something original and given, and not the product of any kind of activ- 
ity or achievement. The differences are striking: this kind of good leads 
to real unity, not the accidental unities that derive from external goods. 
Further, real unity is effectively rooted in the unity of God, so that the 
unity of the thing is to be of itself and to be itself. God is thus in no 
way an external good, different from the good of the thing itself: 
Such an account actually makes sense of classical teleology, the way 
in which all things imitate and desire the divine and perfect, as Aristotle 
puts it. They do not desire God as something external, but in the very 
way in which they desire to be themselves. ‘This is not a desire correlated 
to the sensitive soul, human or animal, but is that kind of desire that 
constitutes the very being of the thing? Primordially, then, God does 


ed. by John J. Cleary and William Wians (Lanham, MD, University Press of America, 
1998), pp. 1-22, discusses this passage from VI 5[23] 1, emphasizing also how God is 
“before the first motion of argument,” “the good most palpable to our pre-ontological 
awareness," and “is ourselves in the sense that it is the ground of our identity" (pp. 6-7). 

* Michael Shaw, “Teleology and Nutrition in De Anima B 4," [given at the Sixth 
Annual Independent Meeting of the Ancient Philosophy Society, 20-22 April 2006] 
argues that Aristotle's analysis of the nutritive capacity illuminates what he means by 
the final end or good. Growth is the end relative to the body and nourishment relative 
to the soul, but generation indicates the precise way the nutritive power shares in the 
eternal and divine, by reproducing something like itself. ‘This desire of the nutritive soul 
is distinguished from the desiring faculty of the sensitive soul and the desires produced 
by it. Nutritive desire is an essential aspect of the being of a plant, something continuous 
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not and cannot function as an external good productive of unity, but 
through his omnipresence is that internal good by which each thing 
is, and desires to be, what it is. The particular distinctions on which 
this kind of teleology is based were lost in Modern philosophy and 
necessitate careful recovery or retrieval. Consequently, the criticisms 
of teleology by Modern philosophers have not been directed at this 
teleology, which Plotinus has carefully and explicitly distinguished from 
a desire for some external good. The desire for God is, therefore, in no 
way a desire for something external, a teleology modelled on human 
art and consequently appearing and being multiple rather than one. 
This ancient and natural teleology, based on desire of the good itself, 
is radically internal. Each thing desires the good by desiring itself and 
desiring itself is precisely desiring its own unity. The omnipresence of 
God thus accounts for a teleology that is rooted in the natural desire 
of everything to be itself and to be one. 

In the final lines of VI 5[23] 1, Plotinus confirms these findings 
in terms of being, tò öv, with the changes needed when this term is 
used to cover the omnipresence of God in all things. Previously, unity 
and the good were identified; now being is shown to coincide with 
that good and unity in a way radically different from Plotinus’ usual 
understanding of being. 


In this way the good is correctly said to be one’s own: therefore it is not 
necessary to seek it outside. For where would it be, having fallen outside 
of being? Or how could one discover it in non being? 


er A A \ 2 b 4 ^ F [A » ^ \ > AY ^ 
obo OË xoi tò &yoOov ópÜGc eivor Aéyetar oiketov: 610 o002 É&o Cntetv 
adtd Set. TOD yàp äv ein EEW to OVTOG neputentokÓc; À NHS Gv ti £v 
tÔ un Over EEebpor adto; 1.20-23 


and beyond the plant’s control, unlike the desires of the desiring power, which come 
and go as they are satisfied or not. The benefit of the particular context Michael Shaw 
examines is that teleology cannot have the peculiar anthropomorphic characteristics 
it is alleged to have by its critics, but serves to highlight certain assumptions about 
the nature of the cosmos that reveal a more striking difference between modern and 
pre-modern thought. The ancients, and their medieval successors, saw the cosmos as 
continuous, as alive, with similarities abounding among its most diverse parts. In other 
words, they saw it in terms of nature and not human artifact. The moderns, and their 
post-modern successors, see the cosmos as discrete, as dead, functioning like a machine, 
constructed by human consciousness. The irony is rich indeed. The innate workings of 
nature, however inscrutable, have been replaced with a thoroughgoing anthropomorphic 
machine, all the more dangerous for not being admitted or recognized as such. 
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First, Plotinus draws out the consequence of the previous section, 
that the good is one’s own, as constitutive of one’s most original state or 
condition, and not something which one seeks as an end and therefore 
as something external. The text implies both one’s own good and par- 
ticular unity and God as the good and source of this unity. Further, our 
understanding of this good does not come by an investigation of what 
is external to oneself, which, in this context, can only be non-being in 
an absolute sense. This good and being coincide and one cannot find 
them apart. In the different context of VI 4[22], good and being can 
be separate, since they both come from soul or intellect and thus may 
be present more or less effectively in the corporeal, which is in fact 
a mixture of being and non-being. Intellect, moreover, is always the 
duality of being and knowing, so that the being mentioned here has 
a different meaning, spelled out subtly in these few lines. The relation 
of God to all things, thus, is different, so that being in this case is not 
something more or less present to the thing, but is identified completely 
with the thing as its own good and unity. 

If being in this latter sense were not present, the thing would not 
exist. Plotinus does not state this in terms of existence, as we tend to 
do, but in terms of the nature of this good. 


But clearly it is in being since it 1s not itself non-being. But if that [good] 
is being and in being, the [good] for each thing would be in itself. We 
have then not departed from being, but we are in it, nor has it [departed] 
from us: so all beings are one. 


GAAG SnAovoti £v TH Óvtt ook SV GDTO EN Ov. ei OË öv xod v TH OVTL 

&KElvo, EV EXVTO àv cin EKKOTO. ook rÉOTuEV GPA TOD óvtoc, GAA’ £opev 

êv adt®, 008’ AD éketvo NOV: £v pa nråvta tà Ovta. 1.23-26 
That this good is in being is obvious. But his phrasing is ambiguous, 
since he says literally that the good is in ‘the being,’ and is not ‘non- 
being” This is not the being of intellect or the sensible world that is 
many, tà Ovta, and mixes with non-being, but rather it is always only 
tò Ov, the being at the center of each thing that is, and at the same 
time the being of God. In the second sentence, the good is defined 
as being and in being, arguing in reverse, as it were, by using this 
peculiar meaning of being to show that the good for each thing is in 
itself. Plotinus has already stated this when he said that the good is 
“the very thing which is of itself” (1,17) and that it is one’s own and 
cannot be sought outside (1,21), but he confirms it now in terms of 
being. His language continues to say two things at once, that we have 
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not departed from being nor being from us. There is at the same time 
coincidence and distinction, omnipresence and transcendence, and the 
same difficulties that make Plotinus’ discussion of the One paradoxical 
are replicated in his discussion of the relation of the One to all things 
(cf. Parm. 160b2). The conclusion adds something new: all beings are 
one. Earlier, the good that is in and is each nature makes it one nature 
(utav). Now, this being makes all beings one thing (£v), a unity. This 
is not a unity that needs to be achieved, a good toward which we are 
directed, but a unity already always given, that allows the God in each 
of us to be called the one and the same (éva Kai tov avtOV). 


3. The Problem of Many Gods 


Plotinus revisits the common notion of God as everywhere one and 
the same in VI 5[23] 4, explicitly raising the question of polytheism 
and its bearing on the argument. This move underlines his distinction 
between any kind of human reflection and elaboration and the nature 
of the divine that is at its base. 


But look, if you please, also at this: we do not say that God is in some 
one place and not in another. For it is proper to say among all who 
have a notion of gods, not only about that One, but even about all the 
gods, that they are present everywhere, and the argument says that it is 
necessary so to affirm. 


idé 5é, ei Pover, Kai tóvõe: tov Bedv où mf uev eivor, nfj ©’ où eivat 
pauev. got yàp KErovuEvov Te napà T&L xotg Évvorav ~xovo1 Dedv où 
uôvov nepi éxetvov, GAAG Kai nepi néviov Aéyew Dedv, Oo navtayoð 
TNOPELGL, koi ò Adyos Sé onor Setv ovo TIDEcBar. 4.1—5 


Whereas his earlier argument concerned the priority of this common 
notion of God in terms of the most certain principle for knowledge 
and in terms of unity, being and the good, this reprise focuses more 
on what it means to be “everywhere.” This change allows the sense of 
transcendence to receive its proper articulation, since the earlier chapter 
emphasized the omnipresence of God in such a way that there is an 
identity between the goodness and unity of the thing and God as good 
and source of unity (even this phrasing makes a distinction that is not 
literally in the text). Further, the sense of everywhere has not only the 
brute sense of place, but also the diversity of human belief that can 
affirm many things about the divine, even that there are many gods 
and not just one. Plotinus nonetheless maintains that the underlying 
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nature even of many gods remains consistent: they are always seen as 
present everywhere and this affirmation is necessary. Perhaps one can 
think of Plato’s account in the Republic II-III, which discerns under the 
various stories about the gods the nature of the divine as good, simple, 
unchanging, and truthful. 

The argument turns immediately to an examination of the meaning 
of “everywhere,” which is standard in Plotinus and has been thoroughly 
examined in VI 4[22], the first part of this treatise. 


If then everywhere, he cannot be divided, for he would no longer be 
everywhere, but each part of him will be one here and another there, 
and he will no longer be one, as if some magnitude were cut into many 
parts, it will be destroyed and all the parts will no longer be that whole; 
but in addition to these things, he will even be a body. 


ei ODV NAVTAYOD, ODY otóv TE peuepiouévov: o0 yàp av Ett Mavtayod abtd¢ 
ein, GAN’ Ékaotov AdTOD LÉPOG TO LEV MSI, TO SE DÔL Zota1, WOTOS TE ODY 
eig ét ~ota1, Gonep ei tunôein tı péyeðoç eic MOAAG, KMOAADPEVOV te 
EOTAL xoi TH LÉpn NEVTA ODKETL TO GAOV ékxetvo šota: TPOG totos dé 
xoi o@ua gota. 4.5-10 


In this section, Plotinus returns to the text that underlies the whole 
treatise, VI 4-5[22-23], Plato's Parmenides. Plotinus summarizes here 
his analysis of three terms, everywhere, the one (or unity), and the 
whole. This analysis is the foundation for his understanding of the 
relation of forms, soul, and intellect to the sensible world, and in 
the present context the nature of God and the relation of God to every 
nature, intelligible and sensible. His efforts to understand the Parmenides 
have earned Plotinus the scorn of recent thinkers who dismiss them as 
irrational mysticism and an abandonment of classical Greek thought.° 
This is the opposite of the case, but to show that this is so, one needs 
to bring out the different way he reads the Parmenides. One can take 


? C£ E.R. Dodds, “The Parmenides of Plato and the Origin of the Neoplatonic 
‘One’,” The Classical Quarterly, 22 (1928) 129-142; and Lloyd Gerson, Plotinus (London, 
Routledge, 1994), pp. 231-32, n. 5, for a discussion of the recent literature on Plotinus? 
interpretation of the Parmenides. My article, mentioned above in n. 2, has been taken 
to support this critique; if that is the case, I hereby recant. I would argue, however, 
that the article tried to indicate that the question of the Parmenides as the source of 
Plotinus’ three hypostases is not the issue, and sought to establish the rational pedi- 
gree of what Plotinus was arguing in VI 4[22] about texts that are indeed from the 
Parmenides. Ousager, “Sufficient Reason, Identities and Discernibles in Plotinus," shows 
the rational principles that Plotinus uses and how they can be used to interpret the 
hypotheses of the Parmenides as indeed indicative of the three hypostases. I find this in 
agreement with my intent in that article. 
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that great dialogue as yielding no more than aporiai, puzzles that swirl 
about these three terms in particular and that Plato seems to leave 
unresolved and perhaps unresolvable. Plotinus instead examines these 
aporiai by indicating that the puzzles come from applying division and 
partition to these terms, consequently shifting the problem to human 
language and its proper application in different contexts. Both moves 
are thoroughly Platonic and rational, though not necessarily made by 
Plato in the explicit and thorough way that Plotinus makes them. 

Plotinus uses the paradoxes and contradictory arguments of the 
Parmenides about the meaning of everywhere, unity and the whole to 
indicate and clarify the difference between the immaterial and the 
corporeal. In brief, the immaterial does not admit of division, but 
division is the very essence of the corporeal. T'hus, Plotinus constantly 
maintains that division and being everywhere, or one, or whole, are 
mutually exclusive. The underlying problem is that our language 1s 
developed in relation to the sensible world, with corporeal division 
as Its most general, ingrained prejudice. When we speak of unity, for 
example, we speak firstly of some one thing that can be sensed, or 
some way of grouping sensed objects together, but in examining the 
nature of unity itself division is left behind and unity becomes more 
clearly identified with what is absolutely partless, the immaterial. ‘Thus 
if something 1s really everywhere, it cannot be body, since body is divis- 
ible, with one part here and another there. A body simply cannot be 
everywhere. Thus being everywhere, or one, or whole excludes being a 
magnitude or body. This 1s at the root of understanding transcendence, 
whether the relative transcendence of a form, examined in VI 4[22], 
or the absolute transcendence of God, investigated in VI 5[23]. It is 
this absolute transcendence which serves as the condition of possibility 
for any other. 

Finally, he reaffirms the conclusion reached in VI 5[23] 1 that God 


is one and the same. 


But if these things are impossible, what is not believed has again reap- 
peared in acknowledging at once that God is within every nature of man 
and is at the same time everywhere the self-same whole. 


et Or] TADTA &SOvaTA, náv aù &veogávn TO &riotobuevov év TON PÜOEL 
&vOparov ópo0 TH Bedv vouie xoi rovtoxo0 tò or0x0 ğua SAov civar. 
4.10-13'° 


10 I want to thank Jean-Marc Narbonne and Ronald K. Tacelli, SJ., for pointing 
out some inadequacies in an earlier translation of this passage. The result corresponds 
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The disbelief arises from the introduction of reason with its questions 
and desire for explanation, as was first mentioned in VI5[23] 1,4-8. 
Plotinus has shown, however, that such questions, rather than conflicang 
with unreflective belief, lead inevitably to the same conclusion. One 
side of his argument concerns human nature, the possibility of human 
knowledge and the role and limits of asking questions and reasoning in 
any way, especially as involving language with its inherent limitations. 
We have seen Plotinus draw on both Plato and Aristotle to support 
this position. The other side is the equation of God with ‘the one and 
the same’. Plotinus has relied more completely on Plato in articulating 
both the problem and its solution, involving both an analysis of desire 
for the good and the three terms crucial in this last section, being 
everywhere, one and whole. 


4. Conclusion 


In VI 4[22], Plotinus describes the presence of soul and intellect to 
sensible things as something external and resists Aristotle's notion of 
the soul as entelechy precisely to keep the soul independent and free 
of being possessed by the body. We see also in VI 5[23] that the desire 
for the good, whether for soul or intellect, continues to be seen as 
something external to sensible things, which desire a unity that they 
do not presently have. In this scheme, the transcendence of soul and 
intellect are preserved, and their presence to one thing or another can 
be explained. The desire for the One, however, is different from both 
points of view. The One is more completely transcendent than soul or 
intellect, and yet because of that the One's omnipresence is also more 
complete. The One is not present to anything, sensible or intelligible, 
as if outside or different from the thing. This does not compromise the 
One's transcendence and independence from the thing, since the One's 
presence makes the thing what it is and gives the thing its own identity, 
but the thing does not, for all that, somehow possess the One. The One 
thus gives things their own goodness as well as their own unity and 
being. Soul, on the contrary, gives something to body that body does 


to neither of their versions, so any continuing infelicity is solely my own. I construe tô 
with voui£eiv, and eivoa as governing the two beliefs at the center of the arguments 
of VI 5[23] 1 and 4, that God is within every human nature and is everywhere the 
self-same whole. 
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not have, namely life and various other powers, which are not the 
thing’s own, but reflections of the soul. Forms, souls and intellect thus 
are present externally and in a defined way. The One, however, is 
present internally, giving what most primordially constitutes the thing 
as such, and not giving as defined in this way or that, nor as if from 
the outside. 

We have seen also three areas where the particular distinctions 
he makes clash with assumptions in Modern thought, still prevalent 
today. The first concerns teleology, which has been criticized as hope- 
lessly anthropomorphic. If one defines an end or good as the result 
of thought or deliberation, it is indeed anthropomorphic. Plotinus, 
however, distinguishes other modes of teleology that do not fit this 
model. ‘Two are mentioned in the text under consideration, the external 
good operative in nature and due to the influence of soul and intellect, 
and the internal good identified with God. The first kind of teleology 
is the only one similar to the anthropomorphic model, but even that 
has qualifications in Plotinus’ account that prevent them from being 
identified or confused with one another. It does not, for example, imply 
a single, unifying good toward which all other goods are necessarily 
directed. Plotinus is also careful, especially in other treatises, to indicate 
that these natural goods in no way involve planning or deliberation of 
any kind.'! The second kind, articulated most clearly in the text here, 
indicates that God functions as a good in an entirely different way, as 
prior and internal. 

The next area concerns being and the fact that Plotinus seems to 
attribute it to both God and things indiscriminately. The language of 
this chapter is certainly unusual, and Plotinus tends not to apply being, 
tò Ov, to the One at all, adhering rather carefully to the statement 
in the Republic that the supreme Good is not being but beyond being 
(ovota in this context). In the first part of the present treatise, VI 4[22], 
being (tò őv) is the preferred term for the intelligible world, while being 
(ovota) refers to the sensible cosmos, perhaps as distinguishing Platonic 
from Aristotelian usage and concerns. Nevertheless, in his discussion 
in VI 5[23] 1, being, as given by God, is presented with very different 


! See my article, *Providence: The Platonic Demiurge and Hellenistic Causality" in 
Neoplatonism and Nature, ed. by M.F. Wagner (Albany, SUNY Press, 2002), pp. 99-124, 
for a discussion of Plotinus’ exclusion of planning or deliberation from the operations 
of intellect and nature in the generation and providential care of the sensible world. 
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characteristics, especially in contrast to the being of intellect. Being 
here does not come to things from the outside, is not dual as in rela- 
tion to form, and is identified with the good and unity internal to the 
thing itself. What this shows 1s the willingness of Plotinus to go beyond 
the limitations of his own technical language to clarify a point. Lastly, 
of course, is the discussion of “everywhere, the one, and the whole,” 
which are at the center of Plotinus’ interpretation of the Parmenides. 
The distinction Plotinus is making concerns the difference between 
the immaterial and the corporeal, and he establishes the distinction by 
analyzing the role of division and partition in generating the conflicts 
and contradictions of that dialogue. There is nothing mystical or mys- 
terious about this, but a rational drawing out of the consequences of 
partition and division and a clear definition of the immaterial nature 
of unity as such, and its basic characteristics as whole and everywhere. 
What is intriguing is not whether these distinctions are clear or rational 
in nature, but how they could have been lost or misunderstood at the 
advent of Modern thought. 


Bibliography 


Chiaradonna, Riccardo, ed. 2005. Studi Sull'anima in Plotino (Naples: Bibliopolis). 

Dodds, E.R. 1928. “The Parmenides of Plato and the Origin of the Neoplatonic ‘One’,” 
The Classical Quarterly, 22, 129-142. 

Eliade, Mircea. 1969. Images and Symbols (New York, A Search Book, Sheed and 
Ward). 

Gerson, Lloyd. 1994. Plotinus (London, Routledge). 

Gurtler, Gary. 1992. “Plotinus and the Platonic Parmenides,” International Philosophical 
Quarterly, 32, 443—457. 

. 2002. “Providence: The Platonic Demiurge and Hellenistic Causality” in Neopla- 

tonism and Nature, ed. by M.F. Wagner (Albany, SUNY Press), 99-124. 

. 2007. “Plotinus on the Soul’s Omnipresence in Body,” forthcoming in The Journal 
of Neoplatonic Studies. 

Inwood, Brad and Lloyd Gerson. 1988. Hellenistic Philosophy: Introductory Readings, tr. by 
(Indianopolis, Hackett Publishing Co), 219-22. 

Langer, Susanne. 1957. Philosophy in a New Key (Cambridge, MA, Harvard University 
Press). 

Macmurray, John. 1957. The Self as Agent and Persons in Relation (New York, Harper & 
Brothers Publishers). 

Otto, Rudolf. 1978. The Idea of the Holy (Oxford University Press, reprint ed.). 

Ousager, Asger. 2003. “Sufficient Reason, Identities and Discernibles in Plotinus," 
Dionysius, 21, 219-40. 

Plotinus, Ennead VI. I-5. 1988. Tr. A.H. Armstrong (Cambridge, MA, Harvard Uni- 
versity Press). 

Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism Vol. 1. 1933. (Cambridge, MA, Harvard Uni- 
versity Press, 1933). 








152 GARY M. GURTLER, S.J. 


Shaw, Michael. 2006. “Teleology and Nutrition in De Amma B 4.” [given at the Sixth 
Annual Independent Meeting of the Ancient Philosophy Society, 20-22 April 
2006]. 

Schroeder, Frederic. 1998. “Prophecy and Remembrance in Plotinus," Proceeding of the 
Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy, Vol. XII, ed. by John J. Cleary and William 
Wians (Lanham, MD, University Press of America), 1-22. 


THE CONCEPT OF WILL IN PLOTINUS 


Christoph Horn 
(Universitat Bonn) 


The history of the concept of will in ancient thought is a highly contro- 
versial and much discussed issue, especially since Albrecht Dihle’s Sather 
lectures on the topic (1982). As is well known, Dihle examined classical 
and post-classical theories of volition up to the late antiquity and came 
to the conclusion that there exists no fully developed concept of will 
before Augustine. This claim has been supported, attacked, modified, 
and transformed by a considerable number of historians of philosophy! 
Surprisingly, the Corpus Plotinianum has not so far been a central object 
of research on this topic.” In what follows, I propose to mend this gap 
rather than contribute directly to this complex debate. I think that Plo- 
tinus has much to say about the different ways of speaking of the will 
and that he presents a rather clear account of the nature of volition. 
In my view, his account should be characterized as an ‘intellectualist’ 
one in contrast to a 'voluntarist way of speaking of a will. 

Before I can clarify what is meant by this distinction, I shall start 
with a provocative claim advanced in 1932 by the German scholar 
Ernst Benz. According to Benz, the starting-point of later theological 
voluntarism is to be found in Plotinus. In his eyes, it was Plotinus who 
first identified God's substance with divine will and thereby overcame 
the tradition of what he called ‘Greek intellectualism'.? More precisely, 
Benz thought that Plotinus’ conception combines both intellectualist 
and voluntarist elements, but only the latter of them became influential, 
namely through Marius Victorinus who, in turn, had a major impact 
on Augustine’s description of divine personhood. To substantiate this 
thesis, Benz argued that the One, transcendent principle of reality, pos- 
sesses a will which is its fundamental trait or substantial characteristic, 


! See especially Kahn (1988), Mansfeld (1991), Irwin (1992), Horn (1996), Bobzien 
(1998) and (2000), Sorabji (2000) 319-40. Cf. also the valuable work of Voelke (1973). 

? An exception is the rich and helpful article of F Romano (1999). 

* Benz (1932) 301: “Mit dieser Konzeption des Willens als der Substanz des Geistes 
ist der griechische Intellektualismus durchbrochen.” 
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and that it enjoys absolute power and freedom. The One, so Benz 
argued, constitutes itself by its own force and is in complete owner- 
ship of itself 

In order to deal adequately with this account of Plotinus’ theology, it 
is crucial to see what Benz has in mind when he speaks of intellectualist 
and voluntarist concepts of divine will. Unfortunately, however, Benz is 
not entirely clear on this point. What he seems to think is that Plotinus 
transformed the Greek concept of God from a static to a dynamic one, 
according to which God is not a fixed, resting and invariable entity but a 
living being full of activity and change. However, this is a commonplace 
of philosophical theology and cannot, as such, count as theological 
voluntarism. Medieval discussions of this topic, especially in the 14th 
century, show that this expression can denote rather different positions. 
If we look at scholarly work on theological voluntarism in the middle 
ages, e.g. by Courtenay (1984) or Kent (1996), we should perhaps dis- 
tinguish between: [a] the thesis that God must have a will (and not only 
an intellect), since He is not a mere principle, but also a living being 
or a person; [b] the thesis that the will in God is a somewhat nobler 
faculty than the intellect; [c] the thesis that God created the world by 
His will; [d] the thesis that God redeems or fails to redeem human 
beings according to His will (i.e. voluntarily or arbitrarily); and [e] the 
thesis that God chooses even moral laws and other rules (especially those 
of logic) because of His will. As far as the precise meaning of [a]- [e] 
is concerned, it makes a great difference whether the will in question 
is thought of as a capacity to realize what 1s accepted by the intellect, 
or as a capacity to act arbitrarily, independently of what the intellect 
agrees with. The most extreme form of theological voluntarism 1s the 
position that God possesses a faculty to act arbitrarily and that He does 
utilize it. Within the Biblical tradition, such a position 1s illustrated in 
Isaac's sacrifice in Genesis 22.° This is the later medieval doctrine of 
potentia absoluta. 

But although Benz’ approach to the question of Plotinus’ possible 
theological voluntarism 1s not at all clear, it is worthy of close consid- 
eration. Indeed, to describe an account as theological voluntarism in 
its strongest form 1s invariably to emphasize the omnipotence of God's 


* Benz (1932) 289-309. 
? The topic of Isaac’s sacrifice and its rôle in medieval moral philosophy has been 
examined by Mandrella (2002). 
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will, and Plotinus does indeed emphasize this point. In the first chapter 
of his treatise on divine and human will, Ennead 6.8 [39], he raises the 
question whether it makes sense to attribute to the gods the concept of 
‘being in their power’ (éx’ avtoîc). He appears to answer this question 
in the affirmative, before asking whether we should ascribe omnipotence 
to the gods (sois 6& tò návta ðúvacðor éxitpentéov). Given Plotinus? 
dialectical method it seems difficult to answer the question affirmatively 
or negatively, but upon closer consideration it becomes clear that he 
wants to reserve omnipotence for the will of the One. The One enjoys 
‘each kind of capability’ (6bvapw ôn rüoav), that is, we have to con- 
cede to it (or him, as Plotinus also says) the power of bringing about 
anything (né&vta ovyxwp@uev ó0voco0o1).5 

Interesting though these statements are, it does not make much 
sense, to my mind, to characterize Plotinus’ view of the divine will as 
voluntarist since he does not uphold voluntarism in any other sense 
than the extremely weak sense of [a]. The thesis I shall advance in this 
paper is that Plotinus develops three concepts of will: an appetitive, a 
providential, and a spontaneous one, as I shall call them. By means of 
an examination of these concepts, he develops what should be consid- 
ered an intellectualism in the broad sense that the divine will is strictly 
dependent on God’s insight. I shall also suggest that Plotinus’ theology 
nowhere transgresses its historical paradigm, the corpus Platonicum. 
We should, in general, be careful to avoid any overinterpretation of 
Plotinus’ concept of God’s will. 

There are three main texts in the Enneads dealing with the topic of 
divine will. I shall examine them in the following order: [1] the first part 
of Ennead 6.8 [39], viz., chapters 1-6, which offer an account of human 
and divine volitions culminating in the explanation of the will of the 
Intellect (vog); [i] the first chapter of Ennead 2.1 [40] which treats the 
world-order as a product of the divine will; and [m] the second part 
of Ennead 6.8 [39], viz., chapters 7-21, which develop the concept of 
the One's original self-constitution by virtue of its will. 


€ Ennead 6.8 [39] 1.10—1. C£. 6.8 [39] 21.31: uóvov todto GAnBeig £Xeó0spov. 
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Let me start with some general remarks on the topic of divine will. 
Plotinus applies the term ‘gods’ (0e01) to several different entities: the 
visible celestial bodies, the world-soul, the Intellect and its parts, and the 
One.’ Regarding what we call ‘the will’, he has at his disposal several 
concepts that denote volitional acts or capabilities. In relation to human 
beings he speaks of BoóAnoic, 0£Anoic, £o' fiiv, npooípeotc, ÉAedOepov, 
éxovovov, abteovorov, and Bvu6s, all of which expressions (with the 
single exception of Ovpós) can also be used to describe divine volitions. 
BovAnois and 0£An61g (and sometimes even npoaipecic) seem to be 
used as synonyms, and the same holds true of éAe00epov, &xoóotov 
and axe50061ov. In Ennead 6.8 [39], Plotinus starts by considering the 
human will in order to prepare an answer to questions concerning the 
divine will. This seems to justify the conclusion that he speaks of human 
and divine will univocally. Yet, as we are informed a little later, the two 
concepts are very different in rank. The divine Intellect possesses will 
(BobAnotc) in the full sense of the term whereas the human will is only 
its image: “the so-called will [1.e. of men] imitates that of the intellect” 
(kai yàp Aéyouevr] PovAnots tò Kat vov LWETTAL).® The human will, 
therefore, is a weakened, attenuated form of divine BobAnots. But what 
exactly does Plotinus mean by BobAnotc? It is one of the central goals 
of Ennead 6.8 [39] to show how BovAnotg, &o' nuîv, &xobotov etc., 
which denote certain aspects of the will, are related to each other. In 
the close interrelationship that prevails between them, the concept of 
BobAnotg (and its equivalent Anois) plays a privileged role: it occurs 
much more often than the other expressions. So, we should start by 
establishing its meaning in order to understand the differences between 
the above-mentioned expressions and thus to get a better sense of Plo- 
tinus’ concept of divine will in general. In which sense this concept is 
the key term of an intellectualist theory of the will, becomes clear in 
the following passage: 


But the contemplative, that is the primary, Intellect is what is in its own 
power in this way, that its work in no way depends on another, but it is 
all turned to itself and its work is itself and it rests in the Good, being 
without need and fulfilled, and, one might say, living according to its 


7 See e.g. Rist (1962) and Kenney (1982). 
* Ennead 6.8 [39] 6.37-8. 
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will (kart BobAnow Cév); but its will is its thought, but was called will, 
because it was to its mind; for what is called will imitates what is to its 
mind. For will wants the good; but thinking is truly in the Good. That 
Intellect therefore has what its will wants, that by which it becomes 
thought when it attains it.? 


It is not easy to see what is meant by the identification of BodAnoic 
with vóncic, or, in a parallel text, with opóvnoic.'? But it should be 
noticed that, according to the text, BobAnoig is directed towards the 
Good, being its imitation. Clearly, in the Enneads what is meant by 
‘the Good’ is always the One, the first principle of reality. But it is not 
obvious in which sense the will of Intellect can be directed towards the 
One and imitate it. To understand this point better, we should take a 
look at the historical roots of BobAnotg in Plato’s own usage, a usage 
that undoubtedly remains implicit in Plotinus. 

In the history of ancient philosophy, we can identify several different 
meanings and functions connected with the concept of BobAnots and 
BobAeoBa1, especially as developed by Plato in the Gorgias (466a9— 
467e5). In this passage, Plato’s Socrates distinguishes between two 
kinds of directing one’s will to something, a rational desire on the one 
hand and an arbitrary desire on the other. This distinction is part of 
Socrates’ rejection of the ‘art’ of rhetoric as practiced and defended by 
his interlocutors, Gorgias, Polus, and Callicles. What Socrates aims to 
refute is Polus’ thesis that rhetors and tyrants are exceptionally power- 
ful since they are capable of doing whatever they want. According to 
Socrates, the opposite holds true: only a rational desire merits to be 
called ‘willing’ (BobdAeo8a1), whereas a non-rational form of desire is 
but an expression of a contingent intention. Since rhetors and tyrants 
do not act rationally they do not follow their will. Someone unable to 
follow his will is not mighty at all and does not, therefore, possess real 
power. The decisive passage runs as follows: 


For I say, Polus, that both the rhetors and the tyrants have least powers 
in the cities, as I was saying just now; for they do practically nothing, I 
say, they want to, but do whatever they think is best." 


? Ennead 6.8 [39] 6.32—41: translation A.H. Armstrong. 

10 In Ennead 4.4 [28] 12.43—6, Plotinus tells us that a being which is perfectly intel- 
lectual has a will identical with reason (qpóvnoic). 

!! Gorgias 466d6—e2: translation T.H. Irwin. 
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According to these lines, rhetors and tyrants do nothing of what they 
want (ovdév yàp noiiv àv BobAovtat). Instead, they act on mere opin- 
ions (noi&iv uévtoi Sti Av adtoic S6En BéAtiotov eivai). To understand 
what Plato has in mind we should first look at the second form of desire. 
The persons in question are striving for political power, pleasure and 
honor, and use every instrument at their disposal, including expelling, 
expropriating and killing their adversaries, to reach these goals. Typically, 
their wishes are rooted in goods that seem to be worthwhile only at 
certain moments. But correctly considered, these wishes are subjective, 
short-sighted and illusory. As the formula 608m BéAtiotov eivor shows, 
they are founded merely on a 8660, viz. an unstable opinion without 
sufficient cognitive support. !? 

It was Plato’s conviction that the expressions BobAnots and BobAeoBar 
should be reserved for something which might be called a ‘rational 
will’. What is such a will? Clearly, Plato does not want to tell us the 
simple fact that an agent should always deliberate sufficiently before 
making a decision. What he is arguing for is the view that we can find 
within us a tendency which is naturally directed towards the true good. 
We might well raise the objection here that there is no such thing as 
a single true good for a person, let alone for all human beings. From 
a contemporary perspective, the term ‘will’ can be related to a broad 
variety of intentions, regardless of whether they possess an equal or a 
different degree of rationality. The borderline for a suitable application 
of our concept of will might be set at the absence of rationality, e.g., 
when a person on drugs signs a disadvantageous agreement. But of 
course, in this case, we would not say that such a person does what he 
thinks best. Another occasion on which we would use the formula ‘I 
didn’t want it is when we wish to say that our acting had an unforesee- 
able consequence which we later come to regret. Such consequences, 
however, are not intended, whereas Plato’s doxastic volitions are. Hence 
what Plato has in mind differs considerably from what we would call 
‘doing something without wanting it’. Generally speaking, ancient phi- 
losophy, at least in its classical period, only deals with a certain form 
of practical conflict: the agent has always to choose between a single, 
rational and higher option and several irrational and lower ones. For 


? A view based on a changing doxa (in contrast to epistémé) is not trustworthy; the 
most important texts treating on this famous distinction are Meno 98a, Republic V, 474b— 
400a, 7 heaetetus 201a—c, Timaeus 51d ff. 
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us, there exist several possibilities of behaving according to someone’s 
best knowledge and will. 

Yet Plato’s position, far from being a mere anachronism, is grounded 
in an interesting point. In his subsequent accounts of a rational will, 
Plato connects the issue with the concept of intrinsic goods. Socrates 
asks Polus whether men ‘want the thing they are doing at any time or 
the thing for the sake of which they do the thing they do’.' Of course, 
in most cases one is acting for the sake of something different from 
what one is actually doing. Socrates illustrates this point by using the 
examples of taking drugs to regain one’s health and of seafaring to 
become wealthy. To act according to one’s will is to choose an intrinsic 
good, such as being healthy or rich, not a good of mere instrumental 
value. It means to act for a result that is good and valuable in itself. But 
when tyrants expel, expropriate or kill their adversaries, they overlook 
the fact that such actions damage their own interests instrumentally 
since evil action harms the agent. Tyrants fail to see that their choices 
are made for the sake of bad results and that their actions do not merit 
to be described as ‘willed’. Plato twice states that we do everything we 
do for the sake of the good," a view that is close to the famous medi- 
eval formula ‘nist appetimus nisi sub ratione boni. Only someone capable 
of identifying and following his real good can be said to possess a will 
in the full sense. 

Plato’s claim concerning the rational will is not restricted to the 
Gorgias. There are traces of it in several other dialogues.” Because of 
his concept of boulésis, Plato seems in fact to be the founder of intel- 
lectualism in Western theories of the will. If we take a closer look 
at the history of ancient thought, we find a remarkable tradition for 
this concept. For instance, in the pseudo-Platonic Definitions, the term 
BobAnots is characterized as ‘rational desire’ (ewAoyog dpetig or SpEetic 
petà Adyov).'® Aristotle tells us in the Micomachean Ethics that boulésis is 
always goal-directed, partly towards some real good, partly towards 
some seeming good." In the Rhetoric, he distinguishes between a rational 


13 Gorgias 467c5—7: translation TH. Irwin. 

Gorgias 468b1 ff: To åyaðòv &pa SidKovtes xoi DoótGouev dtav PadiCopev, 
oiduevor BéAtiov eîvor, Kai tò Evavtiov #otauev čtav &otüpev, toO adtOD Éveko, TOD 
&yaBo® ; and Gorgias 468b7: “Evex’ &pa toô &ya80d Enavta tadta noLodow oi NoLodvtES. 

15° Euthydemus 278e3, Charmides 167e4—5, Meno 77e-78b. 

16 Definitions 413c8. 

V Nicomachean Ethics II 6, 1113a15 f£: 'H ó& BobAnoig ötı pèv tod télovs Eotiv 
eipntar, Soke? 62 toig uv Tay eiva, toig 5é 100 Patvonévon à&yaBo. 
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and an irrational form of striving (6peëiç) and calls the rational one 
‘willing’ (BobAnotc), stating that its rationality is based on its orienta- 
tion towards a real good.'? Lastly, in his theory of the divided soul 
Aristotle differentiates between three forms of öpeğıç, reserving the 
term BovAnots for the soul’s rational part, and ascribing bodily desire 
(ém8vpLia) and emotional striving or appetite (@vudc) to the irrational 
part. We find the definition of will as rational desire in early Sto- 
icism. BodAnot is characterized by Chrysippus as £0Aoyog ópeGic, 
which denotes one of the Stoic eupatheiat and is to be understood as a 
rational tendency, present in every agent, but fully developed only in 
the wise man.” According to Chrysippus, all human actions should be 
in harmony with the “will of the administrator of the universe" (mpog 
thv TOD öAov SroikNntod BovAnow).”! Translated into voluntas, the same 
concept is found in Roman philosophy, e.g. in Cicero and Seneca. In 
the Tusculan Disputations, we have an interesting passage in which Cicero 
reflects explicitly on the ‘Stoic’ use of BooAnois as a stable and rational 
inclination (adpetitio) towards the good. Cicero renders this concept as 
voluntas. In Seneca, the concept of voluntas is interpreted also as a 
tendency of the soul which makes human actions right and generates 
good habits (habitus); the ‘pure and good’ voluntas is thus related to the 
concept of virtue.? In each of these contexts, the will is considered as 
a rational tendency directed towards an agent's true good. That is why 
I call it an appetitive concept of will. 

To return to Plotinus. As we saw in the above-mentioned passage 
from Ennead 6.8 [39] 6, Plotinus interprets BobAnots as a rational will 
which, in the case of the Intellect, should be identified with thought 
and is directed towards the good which the Intellect simultaneously 


15 Rhetoric Y 10, 1369a2-4: gotw 8 à uiv Bovinos &yoOo0 öpečıs. oddeic yàp 
BobAetor GAA’ À Stav oinôf eivor &yoOóv, &Aoyor 8 ópéGeig pyh Kai éri&vuto. Cf. 
Topics 126a12—14. 

1 De anima III 9, 432b5—7; cf. 433224 ff. 

? SVF III 173 and 431 ff. 

21 SVF III 4. 

?? "Tusculanae disputationes IV 6.12: natura enim omnes ea, quae bona videntur, secun- 
tur fugiuntque contraria; quam ob rem simul obiecta species est cuiuspiam, quod 
bonum videatur, ad id adipiscendum impellit ipsa natura. Id cum constanter prudenter- 
que fit, eius modi adpetitionem Stoici BobAnovw appellant, nos appellemus voluntatem, 
eam illi putant in solo esse sapientem; quam sic definiunt: voluntas est, quae quid cum 
ratione desiderat. Quae autem ratione adversante incitata est vehementius, ea libido est 
vel cupiditas effrenata, quae in omnibus stultis invenitur. 


?5 Epistulae morales 95.57, cf. Voelke (1973), p. 161 Æ and Epistulae morales 92.3. 


THE CONCEPT OF WILL IN PLOTINUS 161 


strives for and possesses. If it is right to place Plotinus in the Platonic 
tradition of volitional intellectualism, Plotinus’ position becomes under- 
standable: in every rational being or agent, there is an inclination or 
tendency, called BobAnotcg, directed towards his real good. Furthermore, 
since there can be no errors or mistakes concerning his real good as 
a purely rational being, his thinking can simply be identified with this 
tendency. If this interpretation 1s correct, there cannot be a will in the 
One since nothing exists which could be its good. That 1s exactly what 
Plotinus is saying in Ennead 6.9 [9] 6, when he explains that the One 
lacks nothing and, therefore, does not possess a will: 


And the origin of all things needs none of them. For whatever is in need, 
is in need because it strives towards its origin. And if the One is in need 
of a thing, 1t obviously looks for being not one. Thus it will be in need of 
what it destroys. And everything that is said to be in need, is needy of 
the good and what it preserves. So that for the One there is nothing 
good; and is has also no will (BobAnotc) for anything. But it transcends 
good and it is not itself for itself good, but for the others, if anything 
can participate in it. And it has no thinking, otherwise there should be 
difference, nor does it have motion, for it is before motion and before 
thinking. For what will He think? Himself? Well then, before His thinking 
He will be ignorant and in need of thinking, in order to get knowledge 
of Himself, He who suffices for Himself? 


Since, according to Plotinus, there 1s no such thing as a good for the 
One, it follows that the One has no will which is directed towards any- 
thing. For the same reason, it does not possess thinking or a knowledge 
of itself.” This passage is pellucid and we should keep it in mind when 
we return to the question of will in the One in section III (on Ennead 
6.8 [39] 7-21) where, prima facie, Plotinus seems to say the opposite. 
The meaning of BovAnotg in Plotinus philosophy becomes even 
clearer when we take a look at a text where he discusses the question 
whether matter possesses a will. In Ennead 6.7 [38] 28, Plotinus asks if 
we should assume that matter has a will directed to a form (eióog): 


For if everywhere what comes as a good 1s form, and one single form 1s 
the good for matter, would matter wish, if it had the power of wishing 
(eïnep Hv abti tò 0£Aew), to become only form? But if so, it will wish 
(eo) to perish; but everything seeks what will be good for itself. But 


?* Ennead 6.9 [9] 6.35—46: translation P. Meijer 1992, 208 f., slightly modified. 
There is no self-knowledge of the One also according to Ennead 3.9 [13] 9.10 and 
6.7 [38] 39.34. 
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perhaps it will not seek to be matter, but to be, and in possessing this to 
let its evil go. But how can evil have a desire (Épeotv) of the good? But 
we did not assume that matter was desirous, but our argument framed a 
hypothesis by giving it perception—if it was possible to give it and still 
keep it as matter; but we assumed that when form came upon it, like a 
good dream, it came to be in a fairer order.?? 


In this extremely interesting text, Plotinus develops what one might call 
‘the paradox of matter’s inclination’. On the one hand, matter strives 
to receive form because of its complete lack of positive features but, on 
the other hand, it cannot possess a will precisely because a will would 
in itself be a good. Anything good, however, would destroy matter. So 
Plotinus describes matter’s striving for form as something less than a 
will, as a mere ‘dream’ of being ordered. According to his view of 
derivation, matter has to be regarded as the lowest stage of reality, or 
“la dernière hypostase”, as Bréhier put it. So it cannot even have a will 
since this would already imply a certain degree of goodness. 

In the treatise on happiness or well-being (evdatpovia), Ennead 1.4 
[46], we find another interesting application of what I have called the 
appetitive concept of BovdAnots. Concerning the question of external 
goods, Plotinus rejects the Peripatetic position according to which hap- 
piness is a collection of goods and necessities (cuupôpnois Hv à&yal@v 
kail àvaykaiwv). As he writes: 


If it [sc. happiness] were a mere collection of goods and necessities, or 
things as well which are not necessities but even so are called goods, we 
should have to try and see that these were there too. But if the end at 
which we aim must be one and not many—otherwise one would not aim 
at an end but at ends—one must gain that alone which is of ultimate and 
highest value, and which the soul seeks to clasp close within itself. This 
search (éñtno1is) and willing (BobAnots) is not directed to not being in this 
condition. These things are not of our very nature, but only [incidentally] 
present, and it is our reasoning power that avoids and manages to get 
rid of them, or also sometimes seeks to acquire them. But the real drive 
of desire (Épecic) of our soul is towards that which is better than itself 
(npóg tò KpEeittov aùtç). When that is present within it, it is fulfilled 
and at rest, and this is the way of living it really wills. We cannot be 
said to ‘will’ the presence of necessities, if ‘willing’ (BobAnoty) is used in 
its proper sense and not misapplied to the occasions when we prefer the 
necessities also to be there.” 


°° Ennead 6.7 [38] 28.1-12: translation A.H. Armstrong. 
7. Ennead 1.4 [46] 6.7—22: translation A.H. Armstrong, slightly modified. 
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In his polemic against the importance of external goods, Plotinus claims 
that we cannot speak in a proper sense (koptoc) of a ‘will’ directed 
towards a manifold, but only of a will seeking to attain a unique end. 
The act of willing is a kind of striving for something better than the 
entity that has the will, and it denotes a kind of process which comes to 
an end as soon as the good in question is attained. If we were nonethe- 
less to use the word ‘will’ to describe our tendency to strive for many 
different goods, it would be a misapplication. 

In the same treatise, Ennead 1.4 [46], there is a further line of thought 
directly based on an appetitive concept of BobdAnotc. According to 
Plotinus, will in the strict sense is directed towards internal goods, as 
opposed to external ones. Yet, according to him, it makes good sense 
to wish that all human beings might attain happiness. In making this 
statement, he seems to reply to some (possibly imaginary Peripatetic) 
critics who might have opposed his apparently ‘lifeless’ ideal of human 
happiness: 


If some [sc. of our critics] were to say that a man in this state is not 
even alive, we shall maintain that he 1s alive, but they fail to observe his 
well-being (eddatpoviay) just as they do his life. If they will not believe 
us, we shall ask them to take as their starting-point a living man and a 
good man and so to pursue the enquiry into his well-being, and not to 
minimise his life and then to enquire if he has a good life, or to take away 
his humanity and then enquire about human well-being, or to agree that 
the good man has his attention directed inward and then to look for him 
in external activities, still less to seek the object of his will (BobAnots) in 
outward things. There would not be any possibility of the existence of 
well-being if one said that outward things were to be wanted and that 
the good man wanted them. He would like all men to prosper and not 
one to be subject to any sort of evil; but if this does not happen, he is 
all the same well off. But if anyone maintains that it will make the good 
man absurd to suppose him wanting anything like this—for it is impos- 
sible that evils should not exist—then the person who maintains this will 
obviously agree with us in directing the good man’s will inwards.” 


The meaning of these lines is roughly as follows: whereas (fictitious or 
real) critics raise the objection that the Plotinian ‘happy man’ is merely 
a kind of lifeless person, Plotinus claims that true happiness cannot be 
understood in terms of striving for external goods. Instead, a person’s 
will must be directed inwards if a flourishing life is to be attained. For 


°8 Ennead 1.4 [46] 11.1—18: translation A.H. Armstrong, slightly modified. 
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Plotinus the inner life constitutes happiness. But in a broader sense of 
‘to wish’, he also concedes that one should hope that happiness is pos- 
sible for all human beings. An interesting point of this passage is how 
closely Plotinus connects the concepts of will and happiness. It is pre- 
cisely someone's happiness to which the human will is directed. To put 
the same point differently, the will of a person it that which aims at our 
true happiness. Will and happiness are correlative concepts. 

From these last two passages we get a clear idea of what is meant 
by an appetitive concept of will. The will is directed towards a higher 
entity or state and thereby constitutes, within a being, a process of 
striving for self-improvement. The will comes to an end as soon as the 
higher-order aim is reached. This state can be called happiness. 


II 


Before returning to Ennead 6.8 [39], let us briefly restate our findings 
so far. Plotinian volitional intellectualism appears to depend upon a 
tradition beginning with Plato’s Gorgias, in which the use of the term 
BobAmotg is restricted to denoting a ‘rational inclination towards one’s 
true good’. In Plotinus, the good of a true will lies ‘above’ or ‘inwards’, 
and what is meant by the final end which all things strive to achieve 
is the One. So the appetitive concept of will can easily be applied to 
all entities which are characterized as striving for the Good, including 
Intellect, but excluding matter. It does not, however, make sense to 
assume that the One itself possesses a will of this kind. 

But can it be that the gods—or the god—of Plotinus do nothing of 
their own will? One might expect that his roots in the ancient pagan 
religious tradition would have inspired Plotinus to accept the idea that 
there are divine decisions of which we cannot grasp the reasons. At 
least for his Gnostic and Judaeo-Christian contemporaries, this idea was 
something of a commonplace. It is surprising not to find such a view 
in Plotinus. He upholds the idea of a well-ordered universe in its best 
possible state, given the unavoidability of evil. But we do find such a 
concept of will in the New Testament, especially connected with the 
words thelein, theléma, and thelésis. The conclusion that these expressions 
are used to signify arbitrary decisions can be drawn from the fact that 
they are morally neutral. They can describe both the divine will which 
Jesus Christ is permanently directed to (only think of Jesus’ fiat voluntas 
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lua)? and be applied to sinful human will or even to the devil’s will.?? 
According to the gospels, a theléma is to be considered good if, and 
because, it is God’s will. Otherwise it is wicked. Only in St Paul do we 
find a parallel to the Platonic concept of an intellectual will. In his Letter 
to the Romans (7.15—22) as well as in his Letter to the Galatians (5.13—18), 
St Paul describes our will in the sense of an inclination or tendency 
directed towards the good. Our thelein wants the kalon, but what we are 
actually doing 1s what we hate, namely, evil, since our flesh follows the 
principle of sin. But this use 1s unique in the New Testament, and unlike 
boulésis and thelésis Yn Plato and Plotinus, human beings are, according 
to St Paul, unable to do what their will commands. 

Since the divine will in the New Testament has undoubtedly some 
voluntarist aspects (in the sense that God makes decisions which we 
are not able to understand and which seem negative to us), it is not 
surprising that we find many aspects of theological voluntarism in 
later ancient Christian authors. It seems natural, for example, that 
Christian philosophers should answer the question ‘why did God create 
the world?’ by answering ‘because He wanted to do so’.*! It is worth 
mentioning, however, that most of them tried to reconcile the answer 
quia voluit with the answer quia bonus, a view advanced by Klaus Kremer 
(1987). In Plotinus, however, we do not find an answer at all because he 
thinks that the question ‘why does the One constitute the world?’ does 
not make any sense. Lacking nothing, the One does not seek to gain 
something by producing the world. It produces by necessity, since it 1s 
perfect. Kremer traces this principle back to Timaeus 29e, where Plato 
claims that the Demiurge, being good and without envy, 1s the source 
of the becoming and the order of the universe. For us it is remarkable 
that Plato says that God, because of His goodness, wanted (BovAnOeic) 
the world to be good and that he, therefore, so ordered it.” Given this 
background, it does not seem astonishing that Plotinus, too, should 


2 Matthew 6.10, 12.50, Mark 3.35, Apocalypse 4.11. 

9" E.g. Luke 12.47, 1 Corinthians 7.37, Ephesians 2.3. 

9! See e.g. St Augustine, De Genesi contra Manicheos 1.2.4: Qui ergo dicit: Quare fecit 
Deus caelum et terram? Respondendum ei: Quia voluit. 

32 Ennead 5.4 [7] 1.23-29; see Kremer (1987) 999. 

35 Timaeus 30a2—6:  BovAangeic yàp 6 Beds àyaðà uv TGV TO, ghadpov 6& undév 
eivoi Kate Sbvapw, OÙTE oi nav Soov Tv opatov napañaßòv où% Novyiav &yov AR 
kivodpevov TANLHEADS kai ATAKTODG, eig TAELV ATO TyayeV EK tis éco, MYNOÉHLEVOS 
ÊKEÎVO TOUTOU NAVTWS GLELVOV. 
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consider God’s will to be the cause of the order and the stability of 
the universe. In Ennead 2.1 [40] 1 he tells us: 


When we say that the universe has always existed before and will always 
exist, although it has a body, if we refer the cause of its everlasting exis- 
tence to the will (BobAnow) of God, then, first of all, we may quite likely 
be speaking the truth, but we are not giving any sort of clear explanation. 
Next, the preservation of the form in the changing of the elements and 
the passing away of the living beings on earth may perhaps make us think 
that the same happens with the All, that God’s will is able as the body 
continually fleets and flows to impose the same form now on one thing 
and now on another, so that it is not the single individual thing which 
lasts for ever but the unity of form.** 


As Plotinus says twice in this text, God’s will causes the everlasting 
existence of the sensible world in spite of its material corporeity. God’s 
will designs, stabilizes, and orders the universe by imposing the same 
form upon it through the ages. Of course, this use of BobAnotg does 
not fit the picture that I have so far drawn of Plotinus’ concept of 
divine will. It implies another meaning of the concept under consid- 
eration, something like ‘creative power’ or ‘stabilizing force’. There are 
examples for this meaning of ‘will’ before Plotinus.? If we look at the 
references in the Enneads, we do not find this meaning of BobAnots or 
QéAnoic as frequently as that of ‘rational inclination towards one's true 
good’. Yet it does not occur only in the passage quoted above from 
Ennead 2.1 [40] 1. For example, in Ennead 5.1 [10], Plotinus attributes 
to the world-soul the power to enclose and guide the heavens with its 
will (repiéxet Kal yet Taig ats DovAmosot tov odpavov).*° A further 
illuminating passage in Plotinus’ treatise on the two matters implies the 
same meaning of BooAnoic. In Ennead 2.4 [12] 8 he writes: 


And matter must not be composite, but simple and one thing in its 
nature; for so it will be destitute of all qualities. And the giver of its 
shape will give it a shape which is different from matter itself, and a size, 
and everything, bringing them to matter, so to speak, from its store of 
realities. Otherwise, it will be enslaved to the size of the matter and will 
make something, not as large as it wills (BobAetat), but of the size that 
matter wants: the idea that the will (BobAnotc) of the maker keeps in 


3t Ennead 2.1 [40] 1.1—10: translation A.H. Armstrong. 

5 J. Wilberding (2006) 102 draws attention to Alcinous Didask. 15.2.2-3, Ammonius 
Saccas (Photius Bibliotheca 461b8—9) and Origen De principiis 3.6.6 and Contra Celsum 
5.23.22. 

3 Ennead 5.1 [10] 2.29—30. 
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step with the size is a fiction. But if, too, the making principle is prior to 
the matter, matter will be exactly as the making principle wills it to be 
in every way, tractable to everything, and so to size too.? 


Again, the meaning of BobAnoig must here be ‘power to design’ or 
‘stabilizing force’, i.e. a formative effect upon the sensible world caused 
by a higher reality which transfers order to it. This kind of will has 
nothing to do with an arbitrary choice made by God or the gods. 
On the contrary, it clearly presupposes the idea of divine eternity or 
changelessness. As is commonly acknowledged, the formula BobAnotw 
tod Osov in Ennead 2.1 [40] and elsewhere should be traced back to 
Timaeus 41b.” Its theoretical background, both in Plato and Plotinus, 
is to be found in the notions of fronoia (providentiality) and the order 
of the universe. According to Plato, the celestial bodies created by the 
demiurge would disintegrate if God's will did not prevent them from 
perishing. Similar views are expressed in Enneads 2.1 [40] and 2.4 [12]. 
So, once more, we find Plotinus to be close to Plato. If my interpretation 
is correct, we should distinguish two different legacies of Plato's theory 
of volition. On the one hand, the will is thought of as an appetitive 
tendency, and, on the other hand, as an ordering power. Let us call 
the latter concept the providential concept of will. 

One is tempted to ask 1f there 1s a third concept of will—a decision- 
ist concept—in the philosophy of Plotinus. Is there any evidence for 
a concept of free will as a capacity to choose arbitrarily, even perhaps 
contrary to rationality or to someone's well-considered insights? Is 
there a will understood as a faculty upon which moral responsibility 
and accountability depend? Certainly, there 1s no such concept in the 
case of the divine will. There is no room for arbitrariness or irrational- 
ity in Plotinus! picture of the divine world. But we do find, in Ennead 
5.1 [10] 1, the idea that the souls which have turned away from the 
‘father’, i.e. the First Principle, have descended because of their will 
to be independent: 


9 Ennead 2.4 [12] 8.13-21: translation A.H. Armstrong. 

35 "Timaeus 41b4—6; cf. Ennead 6.8 [39] 21.9 Æ In his commentary on Ennead 2.1 [40], 
J. Wilberding (2006) 101 also mentions Laws X, 896c and XII, 967a. I don't agree with 
R. Dufour (2003) 70 fn.1, who interprets the expression BobAnow tod Peon in the sense 
of “une certaine auto-détermination qui permet à l'individu de s'opposer aux sorts et 
aux contraintes du destin". To my mind, Plotinus stresses here the stability and eternity 
of the universe ordered by the will of God. 
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What is it, then, which has made the souls forget their father, God, and 
be ignorant of themselves and him, even though they are parts which 
come from this higher world and altogether belong to it? The beginning 
of evil ('Apyi [...] 100 kakov) for them was audacity (t6Apa) and coming 
to birth and the first otherness and the wishing to belong to themselves. 
Since they were clearly delighted with their own independence, made 
great use of self-movement (adteéovoi®), running the opposite course 
and getting as far away as possible, they were ignorant even that they 
themselves came from that world.?? 


This passage is quite remarkable. It clearly connects the idea of wish- 
ing to be independent with the concept of a will: the souls in question 
possess the will to be themselves (tò BovAn8fvoa 6 EavtOv eivou) and 
are delighted to use their autonomy (tô öh abteEovoia [...] hocico). 
But, on the other hand, one must note that the audacity that Plotinus 1s 
speaking of has an unambiguous place in Neopythagorean thought. It 
is one of the standard expressions for the Indefinite Dyad, the second 
principle of reality, which is regarded as the cause of multiplicity.“ This 
becomes clear when the synonymous expression ù npo) &tepótng is 
used (/. 5). Plotinus, however, normally prefers a much more monistic 
theory of derivation to the Neopythagorean version. So I would doubt 
that the theory advanced in the above lines really 1s the core of what 
he has to say on the beginning of evil. The standard solution which 
Plotinus advances for the rise of evil, both physical and moral, is the 
impact of matter on the soul rather than the ‘first otherness’ which 
inspires the souls to seek their independence. We find this solution in 
Ennead 1.8 [51] 5 where Plotinus says: 


If this 1s true, then we must not assume the principle of evil as being by 
and from ourselves; evils are prior to us, and those that take hold on men 
do not do so with their good will (ody &xóvtac), but there is an ‘escape 
from the evils in the soul’ for those who are capable of it, though not 
all men are.?! 


According to Plotinus, it is not our own will but matter which causes 
evil in a soul—at least when we are incapable of purifying ourselves 
from its influence. For the purpose of comparison, let us look briefly 
at early Christian theories of will. As far as I can see, there is, from a 
Christian viewpoint, typically one specific question concerning the will 


3 Ennead 5.1 [10] 1.1-8 : translation A.H. Armstrong. 
* See Armstrong (1967) 242—5. 
4l Ennead 1.8 [51] 5.26—30: translation A.H. Armstrong. 
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of God and two specific ones concerning the will of human beings. As 
regards the will of God, Christian authors have to deal with the ques- 
tion in which sense God created the visible world by His will: is there 
any good reason why God wanted to create the world? Pagan authors 
not only generally prefer to assume that the world is everlasting but 
they also tend to believe, when discussing the timeless generation of 
the world, that God’s goodness created the world independently of any 
voluntary decision. As far as the will of human beings is concerned, 
Christian philosophers have to face the problem, first, that the will 
of a human being should be a force strong enough to resist divine 
power, and, secondly, that the human will belongs entirely to man so 
that God cannot be held responsible for human immorality (although 
it is true that He gave humans their will). I think that the following 
three aspects are more or less absent from pagan theories of will: (a) 
the voluntariness of the world’s constitution, (b) the will as the source 
of human resistance to God’s world order, and (c) the will as the last 
cause or source of responsibility, so as to make possible an efficient 
theodicy (since god is not the last source of human behavior). All three 
aspects lead to a decisionist theory of the will. Concerning the will of 
human beings, pagan authors do not normally describe it as the faculty 
of choosing between options that are (morally or prudentially) right 
or wrong—including the ability to go for the bad option despite full 
knowledge and consciousness. If I am right, there might not exist any 
pagan text in which moral responsibility or accountability is connected 
with the concept of will, unless ‘will’ is taken in the sense of ‘direction 
of one’s deliberation and choice’. 

By contrast, Plotinus’ implicit doctrine is as follows. The will is not 
free because of its power to decide arbitrarily, but because of its pos- 
session of the faculty to act according to reason. It is not a two-way 
power but a faculty to adopt the good. By contrast, we find in Christian 
authors concepts like that of potestas electionis and liberum arbitrium. Even 
in the earliest Christian philosophers such as Justin, we find the argu- 
ment against Stoic determinism that without a free will (adteEobotov, 
Tpoatpeois éAevVepa.) praise and blame of human actions would make 


# I do not claim that the arbitrariness of divine or human will is one of the core 
ideas of the New ‘Testament or Christian tradition; on the contrary, I assume that the 
decisionist concept of will results from contingent facts. One aspect might be that the 
Biblical revelation (and also e.g. the Koran) contain so many details about God's inten- 
tions and a great number of divine prescriptions. 
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no sense." According to Irenaeus of Lyon, God gave human beings 
the faculty of choosing ( potestas electionis), as a result of which the divine 
system of reward and punishment can be considered to be justified.“ 
Methodius of Olympos points out that without a free will humans 
would have to regard God as the source of moral evil, and human 
laws and courts would lose their meaning." Origen and many other 
authors discuss the problem as to whether the doctrine of divine grace 
is compatible with the freedom of human will (adteéovotov).# This 
entire debate implies that the capacity of free decision is at stake. 

One might object that we can find in Plotinus, apart from BotAnotc 
and OéAnoic, concepts like xpooítpecig and œdteéodorov which seem 
to include aspects of free choice. If one looks at the Plotinian concept 
of mpoaipeoic, it becomes clear that it plays nearly the same role as 
BobAnoic and 0£Anoic. Like these two terms, npooípeotg denotes both a 
rational tendency directed towards the intelligible world and a providen- 
tial force that orders the world for its best possible good. As an example 
of the first aspect, one may point to Plotinus’ explicit rejection of the 
idea that a lack of moral qualities or dispositions among men has to 
be explained by the mpoatpeotg of the stars." The stars, like all other 
gods, cannot choose inappropriately. According to Plotinus, it would 
be absurd to assume that divine entities could voluntarily decide to do 
something immoral or senseless (torov v npooupéosot Beodc noreiv 
ätona).* Furthermore, the term mpoaipeots, like BobAnots and BéAnorc, 
implies the idea of intellectual self-affirmation. In Ennead 6.8 [39] 6, for 
instance, Plotinus describes mpoatpeots as a trait of the permanently 
self-actualizing divine Intellect. As an example of the second concept 
of will, we shall consider below (section III) the beginning of chapter 
Ennead 6.8 [39] 17. 

As regards abtefovotov, we are confronted with a faculty of rational 
choosing rather than with a faculty of free or independent (in the sense 
of arbitrary) choice. In Ennead 3.2 [47] 4.34—7 adtefovorov looks as 
if it might signify the power of arbitrary choice, capable of decid- 
ing between better or worse options. But, as the first half of Ennead 


*8 TI apol. 6-7,4; vel. I apol. 43, 3. 

^ Adv. haeres. IV 37.1. 

5 PG 18; GCS 27; BKV 178-180. 

^5. De principiis 3.1.8 ; 3.1.18 ; 3.1.20. 
7 Ennead 4.4 [28] 31.48 and 1.8 [51] 5.304. 
3 Ennead 4.4 [28] 35.7. 
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6.8 [39] shows, it really signifies only the capacity to choose valuable 
options. Plotinus says, e.g. that someone who possesses doxa, but not 
epistémé, does not have real adteéovotov (3.6). A few lines later, we find 
the claim that ‘bad people’ (padAot) do not have abte€ovovov at all. 
Moreover, in his version of compatibilism, Plotinus explicitly rejects 
the idea that the freedom of o1e850001ov should be regarded as a 
phenomenon transcending universal order and exempted from divine 
providence (npóvoio).? 


III 


I have argued that we should distinguish between two concepts of will 
in Plotinus, an appetitive and a providential concept. Both are deeply 
intellectualist as opposed to decisionist. I cannot find much evidence 
in the Enneads for decisionism. My view of Plotinus’ theory of divine 
will, however, is seriously challenged by the second part of Ennead 6.8 
[39] 7-21. Here one finds those statements on which Benz bases his 
view of Plotinian voluntarism. In these chapters Plotinus puts forward 
a number of remarkable claims. These include: the One makes itself 
(roiv: 7.53, 13.55); it is precisely what it wishes to be (to0to odoav 
6 BéAe1: 9.44—5); it is not by necessity the sort of thing which it is, but 
since it has thus realized the best possibility ("H ody 611 ook AOG, 
OVTMS, GAA’ Ott TO Gpiotov oUtoc: 10.25-6); its will is identical with 
its existence (abt dé [sc. ñ BovAnoic] Tadtrov TH droorüoer: 13.55-6); 
it is cause of itself, exists by itself and for itself (aitiov Eavtod Kat 
Tap’ AVTOD xoi SV otov o10c: 14.41—2); it brought itself into being 
(todto ©’ éctiv orootíjcoag aùtóv: 16.15); and it is will in its entire 
being (xàv pa BovdAnotc: 21.14). At least prima facie, I admit, these 
statements can be regarded as indications of a revolutionary change 
in the history of metaphysics from a static to a dynamic conception 
of the highest reality. 

But this impression 1s superficial and can be successfully refuted. 
First, it is true that chapters 7-21 contain curious and unorthodox dec- 
larations, but only if they were meant in a strict, literal sense. Among 
these we should count, as we saw above, e.g. the idea that the One has 
no will and no self-knowledge at all. Moreover, the claims that it loves 


4 Ennead 4.3 [27] 16.135. 
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itself, or the thesis that the One looks at itself and thereby constitutes 
itself, are usually made with reference to Intellect. Such claims have 
no clear parallels in the corpus Plotinianum. The reason for this lack 
of orthodoxy is that the text under consideration is not written in a 
proper sense (kopios), but under the explicit proviso of ‘as if? (otov), 
as is repeatedly said.? Plotinus points out that, strictly speaking, to 
attribute anything to the One is inadequate; the first principle cannot 
be described in any positive way, even if we use the highest predicates 
at hand, since all such terms and expressions apply only to its deriva- 
tions. We find the reason why our text is so unorthodox in chapter 13. 
Plotinus there tells us that his writing in this context is to be considered 
as speech ‘for the sake of persuasion’, and that one ‘must depart a little 
from correct thinking’ (13.4-5). The background to this surprising piece 
of advice lies in the ‘rash statement’ or ‘risky account’ (toÀumpóg Aóyog: 
7.11) with which our passage begins. Plotinus is deeply concerned by 
the difficulty raised by an imaginary interlocutor. So what he apparently 
does is lessen the dogmatic strictness of his declarations in order to be 
philosophically convincing. There can be no doubt that his assertions 
are doctrinally incorrect and that we have to get the point behind his 
statements in order to understand the text adequately. 

What then might be a correct reading of the second half of Ennead 
6.8 [39]? Georges Leroux, who has written the only book-length com- 
mentary on this treatise, claims that our text has to be seen as highly 
innovative. In this he agrees with Benz, although for different reasons. 
According to Leroux, the fundamental innovation made by Plotinus is 
“la proposition de la volonté divine comme volonté de soi", and the 
background against which Plotinus develops this view is the tradition 
of describing the divine will in terms of providential thought. In Ler- 
oux’ opinion, Ennead 6.8 [39], though developing the concept of divine 
BoóAnoig or O£Anocic, cannot be seen as a treatise belonging to the 
hitherto predominant De fato tradition.” In contrast with Willy Theiler 
for instance, Leroux thinks that in this text Plotinus relies on anthropo 


% For the self-love of the One see Ennead 6.8 [39] 15.1 and 16.12-4; the uniqueness 
of these declarations has been pointed out by Pigler (2002) 27 ff. The topic of its self- 
constitution by return to itself is treated in Ennead 6.8 [39] 16.1921. 

?! Ennead 6.8 [39] 7.40, 47 ££, 13.4 f£, 47-51, 16.12 f£, 18.49. 

? Leroux (1990) 31: «Avant Plotin, et précisément avant le traité VI, 8, l’histoire du 
concept de volonté de Dieu peut étre ramenée au développement de la doctrine de la 
providence. » 
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morphic conceptions originally belonging to Aristotelian moral theory. 
As Leroux puts it, “la volonté et la liberté de PUn ne sont pas posées 
par Plotin dans le contexte d’une justification de l’ordre du monde, mais 
dans la seule perspective d'une justification absolue de l'acte originaire 
de l'Un." Plotinus! conception of the divine will, therefore, “est tributaire 
essentiellement du caractère éthique de ces contextes"? 

Leroux’ view, however, seems at best partially correct. It is right that 
the issue of moral responsibility provides the background of chapters 
1—6 of Ennead 6.8[39]. But chapters 7—21 are essentially devoted to the 
problem raised by the imaginary speaker of the xoAunpóg Aóyoc. Even 
within the first part of the treatise, the stress of the argument is not laid 
upon questions of moral accountability, as Leroux assumes by indicat- 
ing parallels with book III of the .Vicomachean Ethics. The main item in 
Aristotle is individual freedom under the conditions of everyday life. 
Plotinus, however, argues, freedom, taken in a full and adequate sense, 
means acting according to a higher reality, so that complete freedom is 
not possible under the conditions of the material world. Since freedom 
requires an incorporeal, immaterial existence, one can only be free liv- 
ing without body. Thus only Intellect and Soul are fully free. 

What does the speaker of the toAunpog Aóyoc call into question? 
His objection is addressed to Plotinus’ conviction that the One, as 
cause of freedom for entities beneath itself, must be characterized as 
transcending or exceeding freedom, not as lacking it. Plotinus claims 
that if freedom is correctly ascribed to Intellect and the Soul, the One 
must a fortiori be free. He continues as follows: 


Unless some rash statement starting from a different way says that since 
[sc. the nature of the Good] happens to be as it 1s, and does not have 
the mastery of what it is, and is what it is not from itself, it would not 
have freedom, and its doing or not doing what is necessitated to do or 
not to do is not in its power.* 


The interlocutor says that the One's identity 1s founded on chance, 
arbitrariness, and external necessity, not on its own will, autonomy, or 
reason. Despite this objection, he implicitly accepts the existence of 
the One and endorses the Plotinian description of some of its features. 
Nevertheless, Plotinus’ adversary takes the One to be unfree. What he 
probably thinks is that, given the Plotinian view that the One is not 


5 Leroux (1990) 33. 
** Ennead 6.8 [39] 7.11—16: translation A.H. Armstrong. 
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part of the world-order because it is its founder, it cannot be considered 
free. Such a conclusion seems quite plausible. Indeed, if we apply the 
Plotinian thesis that being free means to exist in accord with the higher 
world and, finally, with the One, the First Principle cannot itself be 
free. Clearly, it is not able to be in accord with the higher world whose 
source it is. The force and persuasiveness of this argument is the reason 
why Plotinus advances the reflections on the will of the One which 
seem so unorthodox within Plotinian thought. In order to refute the 
toAUNpos Aóyoc, Plotinus’ decisive claim is that the One is ‘ruler of 
itself” (kvptog avto). Unsurprisingly, this formula recurs frequently 
in our text.” What Plotinus wants to show is that there is no room for 
contingency or chance (t0xn, aùtóuatov, ovvén) in the One. He tries 
to substantiate this claim by arguing that an external source of freedom 
is not necessary to a truly free individual. Thus the connection between 
the two parts of the treatise consists in the following line of thought: 
whereas all derived entities are free to the extent to which they become 
independent of matter and become likened to higher reality, the One 
itself is free as source of its own freedom. 

Let us look briefly at the way in which Plotinus demonstrates that 
the One is itself free. His general strategy consists in claiming that 
something which liberates other entities cannot itself be unfree.* It is 
one of Plotinus’ best known methods, as used in his negative theology, 
to ascribe a feature modo eminention to the First Principle—as is the case 
when he attributes to the One no form of thinking, but ‘somehing 
higher than thinking’ (brepvdnots).”” For the argument’s sake, he comes 
back to the concept of will and, remarkably, uses both the appetitive 
and the providential concepts of will, applying them to the description 
of the One’s will. The first concept is clearly present in chapter 13, 
where Plotinus argues: 


Every being in its desire for the Good wants to be that Good rather than 
what it is, and thinks that it is in the highest degree when it participates 
in the Good, and in such a state each being will choose for itself to be 
in so far as it has being from the Good; so the nature of the Good is 


5 Ennead 6.8 [39] 7.13, 7.35, 9.44, 10.23, 12.2, 12.15, 12.37, 13.10, 15.9, 15.18, 
20.28. 

°° Ennead 6.8 [39] 12.17—20: “That, then, which has made substance free, which is 
clearly of a nature to liberate and can be called a liberator—to what could it be a slave, 
if it is even in any way permitted to utter this word?” translation A.H. Armstrong. 


57 Ennead 6.8 [39] 16.32. 
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obviously far more worthy of choice for himself, if it is true that whatever 
share of the Good there may be in something else is most worthy of 
choice, and is its freely willed substance which comes to it in accordance 
with its will and is one and the same thing as its will and is established 
in existence through its will. 


In this passage Plotinus argues that every entity tends to become like 
the Good (tò &yaðóv, i.e. the One) and that it is satisfied as soon as it 
reaches the highest possible degree of participation. If it is true that the 
One is worthy of being participated in, it must be absolutely valuable, 
and thus we are to conclude that it is worthy modo eminention for itself. 
So it is clear that its will must be directed towards itself. The text cited 
obviously implies the appetitive concept of will and indeed applies it 
to the One. According to this passage, the One has precisely the kind 
of ‘will’, in the appetitive sense, which is found in the entities derived 
from it whereas, as related to itself, this will implies or presupposes 
self-affrmation and self-constitution. 

As regards the providential concept of will and its precise sense, we 
should look at the beginning of chapter 17 of Ennead 6.8 [39], where 
Plotinus declares: 


We affirm that each and every thing in the All, and this All here itself, is 
as it would have been if the free choice of its maker had willed it, and 
its state is as if this maker proceeding regularly in his calculations with 
foresight had made it according to his providence.” 


Plotinus tells us that the whole universe is ordered as if it had a maker 
whose will (tpoaipeotc) had chosen it. The ‘as if” (òc) is there to remind 
us that he speaks in a non-literal way. Nevertheless, the text clearly 
implies a providential concept of will transferred to the One. In the 
case of both concepts, appetitive and providential, Plotinus apparently 
makes use of an argument which works via eminentiae: if it is correct to 
say that everything strives to reach the One with its will, then, the One 
itself must a fortiori possess this kind of will, though in a higher form. 
And if it is true to say that everything is ordered as if a divine will 
were at work, then we must assume that there is a kind of volitional 
force within the One as the source of this order. 

Finally, we should determine whether Plotinus is the first philosopher 
to establish the concept of the will as a cause without a cause, a fac- 


58 Ennead 6.8 [39] 13.13—20: translation A.H. Armstrong. 
5 Ennead 6.8 [39] 17.1—4: translation A.H. Armstrong. 
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ulty of absolute beginning. It is astonishing to see that in our treatise 
Plotinus refers several times to such an idea. In the following passage 
of chapter 18, Plotinus discusses the question in which sense Intellect 
and the One should be regarded as causes: 


[...] Though certainly the dispersed image [sc. of the One], Intellect, is 
not of alien form. It [sc. the Intellect] is not chance, but each and every 
part of it is rational principle and cause, but the One is cause of the 
cause (aitiov 6 éxetvo tod aittov). It [sc. the One] is then in a greater 
degree something like the most causative and truest of causes, possess- 
ing all together the intellectual causes which are going to be from it and 
generative of what is not as it chanced but as it itself willed (og ABÉAnGEV 
adt6c). And its willing (8éAnoic) is not irrational, or of the random, or 
just as it happened to occur to it, but as it ought to be, since nothing 
there is random.” 


The One is cause to a higher degree than Intellect since it wants by 
its will what it causes. This is clearly the idea of a first and absolute 
cause. In this respect, Plotinus seems to be, as Werner Beierwaltes (2001) 
claimed, the predecessor of Spinoza’s concept of God as causa sui and 
the founder of the modern idea of radical freedom. But we should 
keep in mind that it is Plotinus’ intent to refute the view that the One 
is profoundly characterized by chance and arbitrariness. So the One’s 
faculty of self-constitution is no arbitrary choice. There is good sense 
in the assertion that Plotinus invented the idea of an entity which is 
free by being radically self-constituent, but it is incorrect to claim that 
this would involve random freedom. I would therefore speak of a third 
Plotinian concept of will and call it a spontaneous or autonomous will. 
One of the crucial items of Ennead 6.8 [39], which is almost entirely 
neglected in Leroux’ commentary, is that there is an entire tradition 
starting with Plato’s Republic (617e3), according to which virtue is 
‘without a ruler’ (&petn 68 àdeonotov). This formula can be found in 
Epicurus and is quite widespread in later Platonism, e.g. in Plutarch, 
Alcinous, Proclus, or Olympiodorus.*' In Plotinus, there are four refer- 
ences to it, two of them in our treatise: Ennead 6.8 [39] 5.31 and 6.6.9? 
As all these texts show, Plotinus wants to corroborate, through Plato’s 


9" Ennead 6.8 [39] 18.36—44: translation A.H. Armstrong, slightly modified. 

?' Epicurus, DL X, 133.9, Plutarch, Moralia 740d2, Alcinous, Didaskalikos, ch. 27 
(179.10 f£) and 31 (184.37—40), Proclus, In Rempublicam 2.276, and Olympiodorus, Jn I 
Alcibiadem, 226.25 f£. On this topic, see Sorabji (2000), 324 f£. and Romano (1999). 

$? The other references are Ennead 2.3 [52] 9.17 and 4.4 [28] 39.2. 
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authority, his conviction that freedom is an essential trait of anything 
belonging to the intelligible realm. He therefore concludes that, a fortiori, 
it must be attributed to the One. Clearly, that does not imply radical 
spontaneity or arbitrariness. On the contrary, Plotinus rejects the idea 
of arbitrariness when he says about the One: 


[...] he makes himself and is not as he chanced to be but as he wills, 
and his willing is not random nor as it happened; for since it is willing 
at the best it is not random. 


Let me sum up briefly. As far as I can see, Plotinus has three concepts 
of the One’s will: (a) a quasi-appetitive will (concerning the One’s self- 
affirmation and self-constitution); (b) a quasi-providential will (regarding 
the One’s structuring power); and (c) a spontaneous or autonomous will 
(expressing the One’s independence from anything else). Of course, only 
(a) and (b), not (c), can be applied to the gods beneath the One. But 
Plotinus doesn’t assume that the One’s will (c) is a force for realizing 
arbitrary intentions. He does not think that the One’s will varies the 
identity of the first principle; its will is the power to realize what is the 
best possible way for it to be. 
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DIVINE FREEDOM IN PLOTINUS AND IAMBLICHUS 
(TRACTATE VI 8 (39) 7, 11-15 AND DE MYSTERIIS III, 17-20)* 


Jean-Marc Narbonne 
(Laval University) 


Plotinus’ tractate VI 8 (39), On the freedom and the will of the One, is one 
of the richest and at the same time one of the most puzzling that the 
philosopher has left to us. Rich because we find in it the first systematic 
consideration and the first defence of the character of the divine first 
as causa sui, and because these provided Plotinus with such an abun- 
dance of opportunities to carry forward his examination of the nature 
of divine freedom. Puzzling because the origins of the thesis against 
which Plotinus is arguing remain unknown to us to this day. Now, it 
turns out that Plotinus, in this well-known discussion, attributes to the 
One some particular characteristics that are next found in another work 
every bit as puzzling, lamblichus’ De mysteriis—a fact that has not so far 
been noticed in any study known to me. My present purpose is, first of 
all, to draw attention to the way in which Iamblichus, possibly echoing 
Plotinus, represents the divine in this work, and next to see how far the 
line of argument he develops might in its turn help to establish more 
accurately the philosophical context of the propositions advanced by 
Plotinus in tractate 39. 


lamblichus (De mystertis, IIT 17—20) 


The background to Iamblichus’ assertions in this work may partly be 
inferred simply by restoring the true title of the De mysteriis which, as we 
know, is the ‘Reply of Master Abammon [= Iamblichus'] to Porphyry's 
Letter to Anebo and Solution of the Difficulties it contains’. ‘Thus it can 
be seen that in this letter Iamblichus is concerned with defending his 


* Translated from the French by Christopher Strachan. 
! Gf H.D. Saffrey, ‘Réflexions sur le pseudonyme Abammón-Jamblique', Le néopla- 
tonisme aprés Plotin, Paris, Vrin, 2000, pp. 39-48. 
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doctrine against the attacks mounted upon it by Porphyry in this, now 
lost, Letter? Of particular interest, as we shall see, is the use he makes 
here of divination. 

At the end of De myst. III 16, Iamblichus summarises his conception 
of divination as follows: 


It emerges from all that has been said that the gods employ many inter- 
mediate instruments to send signs to mankind [...]. They themselves, 
however, set apart from everything, having no relationship or co-ordina- 
tion whatever with the world of becoming manage all that belongs to 
becoming and to nature according to their own will (xoà thy oiketov 
BodAnoty). So, then, this explanation of divination is consistent with the 
account of the demiurgic and providential activity of the gods. For in 
common with that account, it does not drag the Intellect of the supreme 
beings down towards us to the level of things here, but, while the Intel- 
lect remains self-contained, takes signs and all divination back to it and 
discovers that they proceed from it (p. 138, 6-139, 4) 


The emphasis placed here on the gods’ ‘own will’ as opposed to nature 
is striking. The gods’ will makes itself known not only in divination 
but, more precisely, in ‘the demiurgic and providential activity of the 
gods’. 

Iamblichus is here seeking to counter Porphyry’s objection that ‘the 
divine humbles itself in the service of mankind’ (139, 12), as if it were 
bound and somehow constrained by their prayers. And Iamblichus 
explains that we should not on any account confuse divine ‘service’ 
with what is in reality nothing less than the surplus power of the 
gods, their overflowing goodness, their being the cause that embraces 
everything, their concern for us and their protection’ (139, 14-17). 
His aim is to make clear that divine action depends upon a will that 
is completely unfettered: ‘God is not divided up to correspond to the 
various types of divination, but is the source of all of them without 
undergoing any division. He does not bring them about piecemeal, 
some at one time others at another, but he executes them all en bloc at 
the same time in one intuitive act (katà iav émifBoAñv); and in the 
matter of signs he is not restrained, circumscribed or limited by them, 
but contains all the signs in himself and he encompasses all of them 
at a single moment and creates them from himself in a single act of 


? The most recent reconstruction is that of A.R. Sodano, Porfirio, Lettera ad Anebo’ 
(Napoli, 1958). 
3 The translations are based on those of Des Places, with some modifications. 
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will (katà utov BovAnow ag’ Eavtod)’ (141, 6-13). The conclusion that 
Iamblichus draws from this—and it is a weighty one—is that the signs 
themselves ‘are superior to nature and that the god 1s transcendent over 
it (kpeittove £o Ths OvoEMs xoi é&npnuévog an’ abti ó Bedc)’ (142, 
11-12). And this encourages him, while he is at it, to treat Porphyry 
to a supplementary lesson: 


I think that these explanations will have clarified the nature of divination, 
which is the complete opposite of what your glimpse of it has led you [sc. 
Porphyry] to suppose: It is sovereign (yepovixóç), primordial (Tpwtovy6s), 
its own master (abteEovo10g), and superior; it embraces all things in 
itself and it is neither encompassed by certain things nor constrained by 
its parücipants; it presides over all things and exercises power over them 
(&riBemiog Kai éve&ovoi&Gov), universally and without distinction, and 
reigns over the universe with unlimited power making its signs manifest 
all at once (142, 18-143, 7). 


Several features of this description already recall the Plotinian account 
in VI 8 (39) (émiBeBnkóg koi éve&ovoi&Gov), eg the emphasis on will 
and freedom (é0ékeiv, BobAnots), superiority and liberation with respect 
to nature,’ the fact that God should be called ‘autonomous’ or ‘its own 
master’ (avteEovo106).° 

Further on, Iamblichus becomes more explicit on the subject of the 
‘necessity’ from which the divine is completely liberated: he shows that 
necessity is, in reality, of two kinds, one whose origin lies in human 
action, the other, we might say, of a cosmic nature. He writes: 


For the god is superior to necessity as is the whole chorus of superior 
beings that are linked to him: not merely to the necessity imposed by 
mankind but also to the whole of that necessity that holds the world in 
its grip; this is why immaterial nature, that admits no rank drawn from 


* Plotinus in VI 8 (39), 8, 15 (see also 13, 9), makes clear that ‘the He is as his 
nature’ (tò óc mévKev) must be banished from the One. In 17, 23-24, Plotinus notes 
that ‘nothing is greater than He [sc the One] nor superior to him (obdev ueiGov adtod 
0002 Kpettt@v). 

? On the history of this term (close in sense to Exobotog) and Plotinus’ use of it, 
see the discussion by G. Leroux, of. cit., pp. 257—258. It appears four times in all 
in Iamblichus, three times in the De mysterus and always (as in Philo of Alexandria 
where it is frequent) in association with the divine power. In III 23, 155, 18-156, 3, 
Iamblichus explains, for example: ‘Divination comes from outside (£&o0ev), from the 
gods; it is autonomous, in its benevolence revealing what must happen, whenever it 
wishes to do so and in whatever way it chooses (6tav BotAntar Kai a> àv £0£Amy. We 
should note, however, that the verb éveS&ovoiéGew which also testifies very strongly to 
the god's freedom to decide things as he wishes, is not Plotinian. 
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outside (ériktntov t&Etv), cannot be the slave of any necessity introduced 
from elsewhere (&AAax68ev); and also why, on the other hand, the acts of 
invocation performed by the adept [sc in theurgy] proceed of themselves 
by assimilation and appropriation towards the divine beings and become 
one with them: but they do not bring their own activity to completion 
by force (III 18, p. 145, 7-16). 


If God can do everything (nåvta dSdvator, 146, 9), as Iamblichus claims, 
his capacity to act can be limited neither by any abstract cosmic law 
(such as, for example, the Stoic doctrine of world-cycles), nor by any 
human intervention, which, as far as Porphyry 1s concerned, is obvi- 
ously what his opponent's theurgy boils down to. Behind Iamblichus’ 
rejoinders there lurks a doctrine that is really quite complete and well 
worked out. Indeed, for him, theurgy is a strictly supernatural method 
of bringing the divine into play? This is always something that comes 
from outside,’ that is to say ‘above’ and ‘beyond’ nature. This is a 
very important point that Iamblichus returns to again and again. For 
example he writes: 


For the divine essence does not reside either in nature or in physical 
necessity, to be awakened by natural happenings or by powers that extend 
across the whole of nature, but it exists within its own limits outside these 
influences and has nothing in common with them either in respect of 
essence or of power or of anything else whatsoever (V 7, p. 208, 1-6).° 


The central point to hold on to here is that in theurgy the initiative lies 
not with man but with the gods themselves. As Iamblichus states, ‘it is 


ê Looked at like this, it is diametrically opposed to magic, which by contrast oper- 
ates within nature in virtue of the sympathetic relationship that links everything in the 
universe together, as Plotinus explains IV 4 (28), 40-45. 

7 The term used to signify this external provenance is often £&o0ev (23 occurrences): 
*[the gods’ power of divination] sheds its light from outside’ (III 12, p. 129, 5): ‘since 
this divination is produced from outside and since it alone possesses nothing that is not 
subservient to the will and the intelligence of the gods’ (III 14, p. 134, 13-15): ‘inspira- 
tion comes from outside’ (III 27, p. 167, 2), etc. Nevertheless we should remember the 
following statement in which external provenance is coupled with the idea of force 
brought to bear on the god, something Iamblichus clearly rejects: ‘Further, the so-called 
“necessities of the gods” are precisely that, gods’ necessities [subjective genitive], aris- 
ing as and how the gods see fit. The constant and utterly unchanging character of the 
gods is not theirs because of outside influence or force, but comes through the necessary 
operation of the good. A necessity of this sort is then mingled with a will towards the 
good and the friend of love. [...] So, for all these reasons, the result is the opposite of 
your [sc Porphyry’s] conclusions: the result is that the divine is unaffected by charms, 
passions and force, if the powers of theurgy are truly real, and of such a nature as 
we have shown’ (I 14, pp. 44, 11-45, 8). 

* Compare III 22, p. 154, 10-17 and in general VI 4 and X 3. 
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not the work of man, but divine, supernatural,’ sent from heaven above’ 
(III 1, p. 100, 6-8): ‘its whole force is derived from the gods and comes 
from the gods’ (ibid. 18-20); ‘we must, then, vigorously rebut anyone 
who claims that divination comes from us.’ (III 27, p. 166, 14-15). The 
passage that makes this point most explicitly is doubtless this one: 


For in fact, without our thinking about 1t the signs themselves, perform 
their own work by themselves (adt& tà cvovôńuata åp’ &cvtóv Sp& tò 
oiketov épyov) and the ineffable power of the gods, whom these signs 
concern, by itself recognises its own copies [viz. its own signs left in the 
sensible world], without the need to be awakened by our thought. Indeed 
it is against nature for the container to be set in motion by the contents, 
the perfect by the imperfect, the whole by the parts. Divine causation 
is not principally motivated by the effects of our thoughts, but must in 
fact pre-exist, along with the excellent dispositions of the soul and our 
own purity, as contributory causes; while it is the divine signs themselves 
that, properly speaking, awaken the divine will with the result that the 
works themselves of the gods are set in motion by themselves, and that 
none of the inferior beings supplies them with any motivating principle 
for their own activity (II 11, p. 97, 4-19). 


It is quite evident that if theurgy is something programmed supernatu- 
rally, no constraint of any kind could conceivably be applied, either 
cosmically or through human agency, on the whole array of ‘hyper- 
cosmic’ divinities, who besides are regarded by Iamblichus as the soul’s 
liberators.'? A conception of the soul that can manage to accommodate 
ideas like this is indeed a very curious one, but it is what the De mysterüs 
provides. In fact it requires us to accept not merely that the human 


% The term oxepovf| turns up eight times in the De myst., the verb dreppdouar once, 
and the phrase rèp thy péoiv three times. None of this is to be found in Plotinus. 
The supernatural character of theurgy forms the basic framework of E.C. Clarke’s 
work, Jamblichus? De Mysteriis. A Manifesto of the Miraculous (Asgate, 2001). She writes: 
‘Tamblichus insists that the process of theurgy does not and cannot be made to work 
through the operation of cosmic sympathy, this against the opinion of Plotinus and 
Porphyry, who associated the theurgical process with this kind of magical orchestration’ 
(p. 22). On the term onepovfic, see further E Romano, ‘Il vocabolario della “natura” 
nel De Mysteriis di Giamblico’, in The Divine Iamblichus. ed. HJ. Blumenthal and E.G. 
Clark, 1993, pp. 99-100. 

10 De myst. VII 8, p. 271, 11-12: 816 tOv dreproouiov gotat Taig yoyaig À (Avo. 
Compare Plotinus explaining that when the soul is without the body it is ‘mistress of 
itself, free, and outside cosmic causality’ (HI 1 (3), 8, 9-10). The distinction between the 
soul linked to the body and in that way subject to necessity and the soul that is freed 
from natural necessity by its best part has had a long history behind it and goes back 
to the middle Platonist opposition between providence (mpévoia) and fate (eiuopuévn). 
On this, see J. Dillon, The middle Platonists (London, 1977). 
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soul is double, but that man himself possesses two souls, one in thrall 
to the world of becoming, and so tied to fate and its cycles, the other 
(which ‘slips’ into the first soul)'' inherited from the first intelligible 
and the power of the Demiurge, ‘which is above the cycle of births’. 
‘It is through this soul,’ he explains, ‘that we are freed from the bonds 
of fate and make our way up towards the intelligible gods, while the 
theurgy that rises to the level of the Unbegotten accomplishes its pur- 
pose through a life of this sort’ (VIII 6, p. 269, 8-12). Consequently 
the gods are not just freed from natural necessity themselves, but they 
liberate the individual too from it: 


It is then quite reasonable for us to offer all ritual to the gods in order 
that they, who alone exercise power over necessity through intellectual 
persuasion (uóvoi tà nevWods voepic tfjg &vóyxng Gpxovtec), should 
release us from the evils that flow from fate. But not everything in nature 
is linked to fate: there is in the soul another principle that is superior to all 
nature and to all generation [yevéoews with Ficino instead of yv@oews], 
and through which we can be united with the gods and transcend the 
cosmic order and share in eternal life and in the activity of the gods that 
dwell above the heavens. It is through this principle that we are able to 
liberate ourselves (VIII 7, p. 270, 4-13). 


1! De myst. VIII 6, p. 269, 5: énevoépnei. Compare X 5, p. 290, 11-15: ‘I say, 
then, that man, conceived of as having been made divine, formerly united with the 
contemplation of the gods has slipped (éxew£ABew) into another soul that has been 
specifically adapted to the human form and thereby found itself caught up in the 
bonds of necessity and fate’. On the theory of the two souls, see A.J. Festugiére, La 
Révélation d’Hermès Trismégiste, III, p. 45, n. 1 and pp. 48-49. He notes, ‘What indeed 
1s the reason that our soul does not find enough power [as in Plotinus] in itself to be 
directly united with God? The answer is that down here we are provided with two 
souls’ (p. 48). This teaching should be taken, on one hand, along with Iamblichus’ 
doctrine of the soul’s double essence as put forward in his De anima 368, 3—6; 370, 
3-4 (cf. Festugière, ibid. p. 192 n. 2 and p. 195 n. 4), which is also reported by Pseudo- 
Simplicius, Jn De Anima, pp. 5, 38-6, 17; pp. 89, 33-90, 25; pp. 240, 33-241, 26 
(cf Iamblichus De Anima, Text, Translation and Commentary, J.F. Finamore and J.M. Dillon, 
pp. 15 and 116); and, on the other hand, with the doctrine according to which certain 
souls (those belonging to theurgists) can be incarnated without losing the normal use 
of their intellective capacity, thus avoiding what happens in the case of the generality 
of mortals (De Anima, 379, 22-25; 380, 19-29; In Phaedonem fr. 5; In Phaedrum fr. 7; 
for a comprehensive discussion, see J. Finamore, ‘The Rational Soul in Iamblichus? 
Philosophy’, Syllecta Classica 8 (1997), pp. 162-176). Now these theurgists are charac- 
terised precisely by their ability to free themselves from nature: ‘a small number of 
individuals availing themselves of supernatural (drepqveî) intellectual power, detach 
themselves from nature and turn towards the intellect that is separate and unalloyed, 
at the same time becoming superior to natural forces (De myst. V 18, pp. 223, 16-224, 
2; compare p. 225, 1-5). 

? Qf also Iamblichus, Letter to Macedonius on fate, “Therefore we must strive to lead a 
life that follows the intellect and become attached to the gods. For this life alone makes 
our souls free and delivers us from the bonds of necessity....’ (II 8, § 44, 1-3). 
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We can see from this that if the rituals bring freedom, they do so in 
accordance with the divine plan and not contrary to it. In fact, the 
criticisms that Porphyry raises against theurgy tie in the idea that the 
gods can supposedly be bought off with an ancient discussion. It will be 
remembered that this supposition is one of the three causes of atheism 
diagnosed by Plato in Book X of the Laws. Now, what we learn from 
Iamblichus is that it was Porphyry himself who reinterpreted theurgy 
in these traditional terms: 


[...] so that what you have cited from Homer (Ihad IX, 497), to the effect 
that the gods allow themselves to be swayed, is impious even to utter. For 
the practices of sacred ritual have long since been defined by unsullied 
intellectual laws; the lower orders, from which we are separated when we 
move on to a better lot, are suppressed by a higher order and a higher 
power; and nothing in this circumstance is brought about in contravention 
of the rule ordained in the beginning, to oblige the gods to change their 
plan because of the subsequent performance of a theurgic rite, but from 
their first descent God sent down souls intending them to come back to 


him. (VIII 8, 271, 19-272, 10). 


The sense of Iamblichus' retort is clear: when you do not understand, or 
do not wish to understand how theurgy works, all you have to do is to 
claim that it corrupts the gods (item # 3 in the list of causes of atheism), 
or again that, if it succeeds, this involves a change in the divine plan, 
which basically comes down to abolishing providence (item # 2). 

In the section that develops the argument on divine freedom and 
autonomy with which we started in De myst. III 17—20, it is this very 
charge of abolishing providence that Iamblichus picks out in his 
opponent’s position. This is what he wrote: 


I laugh when I hear this too, that the god is automatically (adtouatog)!t 
present to certain persons either through the cycle of generation (61a 


5 More particularly 905d 2 (see also IV 716c—717b). The three mistaken attitudes 
to the gods consist in holding 1) that the gods do not exist; 2) that they exist but 
have no concern for mankind (no providence); 3) that they exist but that they may 
be easily swayed and allow themselves to be won over by sacrifices and prayers, in 
short that their justice is not ‘absolutely incorruptible’ (907b 6-7). Plato is developing 
points made in the Republic: Compare Rep. IL, 364bff where he quotes Homer (Iad 
IX, 497—501): ‘the gods themselves can be influenced; men approach them in prayer 
and appease them with sacrifices, with gentle supplications, with libations and burnt 
offerings, whenever they have broken the law and committed sins’ (364d-e, cf 365d-e). 
In Laws IV, 716d-717a, Plato indicates that prayers and sacrifices to the gods that are 
so profitable to the good man are nonetheless of no avail to others. 

On the translation of adtouatos by ‘automatically’, see the explanations below. 
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yevéoews nepioðov)” or through other causes. For in that case the superior 
being will no longer be the Unbegotten (tò ó&yévvntov), if the cycle of 
generation brings it into being, nor will it be the primal cause of every- 
thing, if it is itself, through other causes (kot' GAAaS oixtoc), ^ co-ordi- 
nately ranked with certain entities. These statements are both unworthy 
of thought about the gods and have no relevance to the works that are 
accomplished through theurgy. This sort of approach suffers from the 
same misconception as affects most people in regard to the demiurgy of the world and 
providence. Since they cannot understand how these are, they exclude human concerns 
and human reasoning from their consideration of the gods and so abolish entirely in 
that connection both providence and demiurgy. 

Just as we usually answer these people that the divine way of producing 
and caring for things is different, and that our ignorance of this should 
not cause us to reject it completely on the grounds that it was not there 
from the beginning, so we might equally answer you arguing that the 
gods are responsible for all foreknowledge and all execution of eternal 
works, and that these are accomplished neither by necessity nor by other, 
human causes, but through such causes as the gods alone know (III 19, 
pp. 146, 12-147, 16). 


Several elements in this informative extract are worth bringing out: 
Iamblichus' insistence on the ungenerated character of the First Principle, 
which contrasts strongly with the causa sut God championed by Ploti- 
nus; the diagnosis of widespread lack of understanding in regard to 
the nature of creation and providence; and also the renewed rejection 
of any causality, cosmic or human, that might come to limit divine 
freedom. 

We shall return to these various points, but first we should pause 
at the translation of the term aùtópatoc, which clearly cannot be 
rendered as ‘spontaneously’ (Clarke/Dillon/Hershbell; ‘spontanément’ 
Des Places). What Iamblichus is laughing at in this passage 1s the idea 
of the divine's being towed along in the wake of something else, that is 
to say, made to appear, despite itself, in a mechanical kind of way. Now 
aùtóatoç normally signifies what moves ‘naturally by itself’ (if an 
inanimate thing), or ‘entirely of its own accord’, ‘of its own free will 
(f a person or a divinity), 1e. it signifies that in which the principle of 
movement resides, whereas in the hypothesis reported by Iamblichus, 


5 What remains the slave of generation belongs in the category of passion as far 
as Iamblichus is concerned (cf De myst. I 10, p. 36, 13-16). 

15 These ‘other causes’ are certainly human causes, as is confirmed further on: 
‘through other human causes (Sv GAAas &vOpanivas œitiag) (III 19, p. 147, 13-14). 

U [n Phys. II 6, Aristotle explains that the spontaneity (o'oxópoctov) that results from 
nature is more widespread than that which comes about by chance (tôyn), through a 
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the god moves neither ‘naturally of himself’ nor ‘of his own accord’. 
There are then two recognisable types of endogenous causality, since 
what moves can move either [1] of its own will, or [2] by its nature, 
which may be either regular or random." In the passage under review, 
however, adtouatos cannot be taken in any of these senses, without 
imposing a quite artificial slant on the idea of ‘by its nature’, paradoxi- 
cally leaving the field entirely to the external cause, which would give 
something like: it is not true that ‘god 1s naturally present in consequence 
of (by reason of, etc.) the revolution of the cycle of generation...’ 

The same conclusion applies to the way in which the term is used 
in the following chapter where once again the point at issue is the idea 
of pressure brought to bear on the divine by an extrinsic cause. First, 
this is the sense of the translation given by Des Places: 


For everything that happens is the effect of a cause and what is akin 
is brought about by what is akin, whereas divine work is not fortuitous 
(abtOpatov) (what is of that kind is without cause and is in no way sub- 
ject to any order) nor engendered by any human cause; for these things 
are dependent on something else and are inferior, while the more perfect 
cannot be produced by the imperfect. (t&v pv yàp tò yvyvópevov dr’ 
aitiov TLVÔG yiyvetou, koi TO ouyyevég DIO TOD ovyyevoüc KroTEAETTAL, 
tò 6£ Betov Épyov odte adrouatov éoT1 (&vatviov yàp TO TOLODTOV koi Od 
TNOVTOS cevoryuévov), OTE dn’ KVOPARIVNS aitios &noyevvõtar: GAADTPLOV 
yàp «oi TODTO KAI DTOdE~OTEPOV, TO SE TEAELOTEPOV DITO TOD G&TEAODS ook 
Éxer dovouv napáyecðon). 


The first thing to settle is the reference of tò totodtov in the parenthe- 
sis: (àvaitiov yàp TO TOLODTOV koi OD ràvtoc Tetoynévov). We might 
well hesitate and claim that the accidental itself could sometimes be 
defined as what happens without cause.'? Even so, the fact of being 


voluntary decision, but that both have in common the fact of being the principle from 
which the movement begins (60ev À px ths KIvhoEews Exatépwv adtoHv 198a 3). 

'8 This sense is current in Plato, and is met with also in Aristotle, as we shall see 
later on. 

19 Cf Aristotle in Met. E 3, and the discussion offered for example by R. Sorabji, 
Necessity, Cause and Blame, Ithaca, 1980, chap. 1: ‘Do coincidences have Causes?’. In 
any case, in the view of Iamblichus, who does not address this question in the course 
of De myst. IT 17—20, the accidental is not without cause. This, at any rate, is what we 
read in his Letter to Macedonius on Fate (apud Stob., Anth., II 8 § 48: ‘If anyone believes 
he can abolish order, by bringing in spontaneity and chance, he must learn that there 
is nothing in the All that is disordered, or episodic, or without cause, or indetermi- 
nate, or random, or produced from nothing, or accidental.’ (2-6 based on the French 
translation by Lévéque, with modifications). 
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&vaitiov” comes back to the divine in this text and Iamblichus, as we 
have seen above, insists on the fact that God is specifically the Unbe- 
gotten, that is to say the cause that, precisely because it 1s first, itself 
has no cause, which would no longer be the case ‘if, like other causes 
(kat’ GAAas citta), it too were co-ordinately ranked with certain entities’ 
(tio. ovvtéttetat)’ (III 19, p. 146, 17). Now the same idea reappears 
here with practically the same verb: god ‘is in no way subject to any 
order (où n&vtoc tetayuévov) (III 20, p. 148, 7-8). We must then take 
TO torodtov with tò 62 Octov Épyov, and translate the parenthesis as 
follows: ‘(for a [divine] work of this kind is without cause and in no 
way subject to an order). How should the word aùtópatov, which 
precedes, be rendered now, if it is not to mean the opposite of what 
is expressed in the parenthesis, t.e as what is caused and so subject to an 
order. With this in mind, I would offer the following translation: 


For everything that comes to be 1s produced by some cause, and what 
is akin 1s accomplished by what is akin, whereas the divine work 1s nei- 
ther brought into existence automatically [or by an automatic causal sequence] 
(adrouartov) (for a [divine] work of this kind is without cause and in no 
way subject to any order), nor engendered by a human cause; for that 
also is foreign to 1t and quite inferior, but the more perfect cannot possibly 
be produced by what 1s imperfect (III 20, p. 148, 4—10). 


Fundamentally therefore, in Iamblichus, adtouatog?! means what 
is produced automatically, by an automatic causal sequence, one might say 
mechanically, and thus always by the effect of something else, always against 
the will or contrary to the endogenous nature of the thing in question. But 
it goes without saying that this extrinsic cause can itself act either in an 
ordered manner (as, here, the necessary recurrence of the cycles), or 
in a random manner (e.g as and when human agency intervenes), and, 
from this point of view, what happens automatically is not far removed 


from what happens by accident (ano toxn¢), if such accident indeed 


originates from something whose nature is ‘other’. However that may 


? Compare the second occurrence in IV 10, p. 194, 15. 


?! In the De mysteriis where adtouatos appears three times, Des Places translates 
it once by automatiquement (I 13, p. 44, 6), which seems to me to be correct, once by 
spontanément (III 19, p. 146, 13), another time by fortuit (III 20, p. 148, 6), and Clarke/ 
Dillon/ Hershbell likewise, once by automatically, once by spontaneously, and on the last 
occasion by accidental. 

22 Plotinus, who seems to treat tò adtdpatov and  tóxn as equivalents (cf 39 [VI 
8], 14, 40-41; 47 [III 2], 1, 1), reduces them to exactly this, the common denominator 
of being dependent on the existence of something else. He writes: *The fact of *having 
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be, we are faced with what Iamblichus takes to be a real threat, and 
one in which he recognises elements both new and old. 


* 0k 0 


On the basis of these several elements, I should like now to try to 
establish a parallel between Iamblichus’ account and Plotinus’ better 
known discussion in 7ractate VI 8 (39). 

When we compare the two texts we notice immediately that divine 
freedom, expressed in the two authors in terms that are often identical 
(£0£Xew, BoóAnc1ic, adtebodotoc), is not faced with the same obstacle. 
The argument developed by Iamblichus is designed to combat a neces- 
sity that he sees as inhibiting only what the god does; for Plotinus too 
it affects what the god does, but first and foremost, what he zs. To put 
it another way, Iamblichus directs his effort to showing that the divine 
is not made subject to nature, Plotinus to proving that he is not subject 
to his own nature. We observe then that in the latter case there is a very 
striking internalisation of the threat that is totally absent in Iamblichus. 
This is essentially due to the nature of the objection raised on each 
occasion by the opponent (real or potential). 

The line of argument that Iamblichus attributes to Porphyry is 
in reality quite close to that which Plotinus himself uses against the 
Gnostics. As we have seen, theurgy is, for Porphyry, merely a means 
of corrupting the divine and making it serve human ends. In the same 
way, for Plotinus, the spells and incantations of the Gnostics have no 
other goal, than to ensure the obedience of the powers on high and to 
exercise a magical influence? over them, something which he judges 
unacceptable. 


happened" takes place among things that are many whenever (a) some things exist and 
then (b) something occurs in relation to them. But how would the First have happened 
(ovvéBn)? In truth it did not come so that one could then go on to ask, ‘How, then, 
did it come? What chance (tôyn) led it or brought it into existence?’ Then there was, 
as yet, no such thing as chance (tbyn), and no such thing as accident (œètéuatov); for 
in fact accident comes from something else (nap’ &AAov), and belongs among things 
that come to be' (39 [VI 8], 8, 22-27 based on the French translation by Leroux, with 
modifications). In 33 (II 9), 1, 11-12, Plotinus was already denying precisely that the 
One was map’ &AAov. 

3 Cf 33 (II 9), 14, 2-5: ‘When they write their incantations, explaining that they 
are directed towards those powers—not just towards the soul, but also things higher 
up—all they are doing is to maintain that with the help if magic, and through enchant- 
ments and other means of persuasion the gods heed their words and allow themselves 
to be influenced. 
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Now the argument to which Plotinus is responding in Tractate 39 
(VI 8) 1s altogether different. In fact 1t 1s not a matter of showing that 
the god is free from constraints (theurgical or cosmic) which could 
operate upon him from the outside (and which would therefore leave his 
‘internality’ perfectly intact and exempt from all threat), but rather 
that his own very nature as god is itself the product of chance, that 
it is purely accidental and that, in consequence, what the god does 1s 
itself determined, constrained—in short, that it results from the chance 
that brought the divinity itself into being in the first place. Here is a 
translation of the key passage: 


Unless some audacious (roAunpóc) argument starting from a different 
position (étépm@ev) asserts that, since it [sc the Good] is as it is through 
chance (ç toxoboo. o0toc Éxeiv ðç exe), since it is not sovereign over 
its own essence and since this essence is not what it is through itself, it 
thus has neither freedom nor autonomy, notwithstanding whether it does 
or does not do what it is constrained (fv&ykaotai) to do or not to do 
(39 [VI 8], 7, 11-15, based on the French translation by Leroux, with 
slight modifications). 


On the question of the origin of this position that is ‘different’, or 
maintained ‘from another side’, we have not yet got beyond the stage 
of conjectures, which can be summed up under four headings: the 
objection comes either from materialists who attribute everything to 
chance—someone like Strato of Lampsacus, for example, or Epicureans; 
or it is of Gnostic origin (Bréhier, Cilento); or it stems from an experi- 
ment or a (dialectical) thought-exercise (Gedankenexperiment) undertaken 
by Plotinus himself (Harder, Theiler, Leroux); or it is of Christian origin 
(Armstrong, Whittaker).”* 

The Gnostic hypothesis lacks any solid foundation, as Leroux has 
effectively shown,” and the Christian hypothesis, while more believable 


a priori? in the end rests on no precise textual evidence, even if it is 


"^ All the references are to be found in G. Leroux, (of. cit.) who offers the most com- 
plete and informative discussion (pp. 41—43; 46-48; 104—123). Though he is unable to 
find support in any particular Christian text (and no such text has been identified even 
yet), he supposes that ‘the Plotinian discussion doubtless constitutes an extrapolation of 
a Christian argument whose scope we are in no position to measure; looked at from 
this point of view the dialectic of the tractate may well represent an experiment in 
hypothetical thought, as Theiler suggests’ (p. 122). 

? Op. cit., p. 114. 

2 This is what Armstrong was suggesting when he put the following objections into 
the mouth of his imaginary hostile Christian: “Your Good just happens to be good and 
has to be good: it is like that by nature and can’t help it: so it is not free but compelled 
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true that at this period Christian authors are to be found who stress 
the free and voluntary nature of God’s act of creation—authors such 
as Methodius of Olympus or Hippolytus of Rome. In the absence of 
any concrete testimony one way or the other, hypothesis for hypothesis, 
it is only the idea of an objection raised by a materialist, as relentlessly 
determined as he is subtle, that seems probable enough to be worth 
considering for an instant. 

The portrayal of a Christian insisting on the free and voluntary 
character of creation, because he has been disappointed by Plotinian 
emanatist necessarianism, is clearly plausible, but it cannot in any way 
account for the very marked weight that is attached to chance in the 
objection and in the long reply that Plotinus makes to it in the whole 
of the rest of the tractate. Leroux had himself drawn attention to this 
circumstance in emphasising ‘that not one of these texts" brings the 
idea of contingency or chance, which lie at the root of the refuted 
objection, into the picture’. 

Insufficient stress has been laid on the fact that the threat posed to the 
idea of divine causation by the notion that chance and blind necessity 
are inherent in the beginning of things is a recurrent Platonic anti- 
materialist theme. On this point, Plato in the Sophist contrasts divine 
demiurgy with the beliefs of the many, asking if we should think ‘that 
nature engenders [all inanimate and animate bodies] by some sort of 
spontaneous causality (&xó tivos œitias avtoudtns) which generates 
them without intelligent design (&vev diavotac)? Or shall we say that 
they are the product of reason and divine knowledge born of divinity 
(perd Adyov te xoà żniothung Betas &nò Oeod yryvopévns)?’ (265c 8-10). 
In the Philebus, after it has been recalled that the Intellect (votc) is the 
King of heaven and earth, comes this question: ‘Are we to say that the 
sum total of things, Protarchus, and what we call the universe are ruled 
by a power that is irrational and random, and by blind chance (tijv 
TOD GAOYOVD xoi eikfj Obvouuv Kai TO önn £toxev), or, on the contrary, 
shall we say, as did our predecessors, that the Intellect and some sort 


to diffuse its goodness eternally by the necessity of its nature. But the God in whom we 
believe does just what he likes. He creates as and when he chooses by the act of his 
free and sovereign will’ (“Iwo Views of Freedom. A Christian Objection in Plotinus, 
Enneads VI 8 (39) 7, 11-15?’, in Studia Patristica, XVII (1982), p. 401). 

U Leroux refers to Gnostic texts at this point, but his remark not merely could but 
should apply also to Christian texts. 

?* Op. cit., p. 112; compare p. 122 where mention is made of ‘the quite specific 
thesis of the accidental appearance of the One’. 
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of wonderful wisdom orders and governs it?’ (28 d 6-10). In the same 
way we learn in the Timaeus that, before the arrival of the Demiurge, 
nothing partook of order and symmetry, ‘unless by accident’ (000v un 
tóxn 69 b 6). This is also, as we know, a major preoccupation of the 
Laws, in which nature or necessity is readily associated with chance 
(pooiv Kai Toynv 889a 6; pooer névra eivor koi THY 889b 2; Kate 
toynv č àvéyens 889c 2), in order to describe this sort of random 
production, as opposed to divine work in which free will plays a part. 
(For example at 902 e 9-10 we read of ‘the supremely wise god who 
wills (BovAduevov) and can put his will into effect’; at 967a 4—5 we are 
told that the regularity of the heavens 1s brought about not by neces- 
sity, but ‘by intentions of will (Stavotag BovAnoews) directed towards 
the goods to be accomplished’; compare Timaeus 41b 4). Aristotle also, 
in criticising the inadequacy of purely materialist explanations adds 
that it could not be right ‘to entrust so great a matter to spontaneity 
and chance (to aùtouåto Kal TH vóxn). When one man [sc Anaxago- 
ras] said, then, that reason was present—as in animals, so throughout 
nature—as the cause of order and of all arrangement, he seemed like 
a sober man in contrast with the random talk of his predecessors (Met. 
A.3, 984b 14—18, tr. Ross)’. It is interesting for us to note in passing that, 
in the Physics, Aristotle explains that since spontaneity (which pertains 
to nature) and chance (which pertains to the intellect) are included 
under accidental causes (kotà ovufeBnkóg), and since the accidental 
is, by definition, posterior to what exists fer se, spontaneity and chance 
must also be posterior to nature and intellect. ‘Thus one must assume 
that there 1s behind the spontaneity on which some make everything 
depend, an Intellect that constitutes an anterior cause (II 6, 198a 1-13). 
Much closer to Plotinus own time, the De providentia of Alexander of 
Aphrodisias, which may have provided him with his inspiration,” should 
be kept in mind. We find there two basic tenets of the Plotinian argu- 
ment in 39 (VI 8): on the one hand, the insistence on divine will (‘all 
existing things owe the formation of their being to the will of the gods’ 2, 


% This text survives only in an Arabic version, which has just been edited and 
translated by P. Thillet, Alexandre d? Aphrodise. Traité de la Providence (Paris, Verdier, 
2003). He stresses that ‘even if we cannot hope for direct quotations’ from Alexander 
in Plotinus, ‘we cannot help comparing the beginning of Plotinus’ tractate with the 
beginning of Alexander’s. Plotinus (in 47 [III 2], 1, 1) in fact embarks on the topic of 
Providence with an account of the Epicurean doctrine according to which the world 
is the product of spontaneity and chance. Now this is just how our treatise begins: the 
account of the Epicurean doctrine is given in very similar terms’ (pp. 47 and 48). 
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5-15; ‘nothing escapes the knowledge and the will of God 3, 10-15); 
on the other, the categorical rejection of spontaneity and chance in 
the creation of the cosmos: 


In truth, the theory that God is concerned with things down here and 
watches over them, is one we can believe and accept because it would 
be unacceptable and absurd to attribute and entrust so high an order of 
reality and the beauty of the cosmos to chance, spontaneity, and to the 
compulsory movement that belongs to animate bodies.? 


Not only in 39 (VI 8) but elsewhere also, as we know, Plotinus again 
and again returns to the theme of chance. Right at the start of the 
treatise on providence, as has been mentioned, he asserts that ‘to attri- 
bute the essence and the structure of this All to spontaneity and chance 
is irrational and typical of someone lacking in both intelligence and 
perception’ (47 [III 2], 1, 1-3). Parallel passages include the following: 
'Anyone who believes that existent things are ruled by chance and spon- 
taneity or that they are held together by purely corporeal causes, has 
been driven far from God and the conception of the One. My words 
are not addressed to people like that, but to those who posit another 
nature besides bodies and go right up to the soul (9 [VI 9], 5, 1-6 
based on the French translation by Hadot). In the tractate Against the 
Gnostics where he mentions Epicurus by name, Plotinus tells us that his 
wanton doctrine does away with ‘the master of providence and provi- 
dence itself’ (33 [II 9], 15, 10-11; cf 3 [III 1], 3, 1-5)*! For its part, 
Tractate VI 8 (39), starting with the ‘audacious argument’ in Chapter 
7, 11-15 proliferates its references to the accidental appearance of the 
Principle under every kind of designation.” 

There is, then, no doubt that chance constitutes a serious and recur- 
rent preoccupation in Plotinus, and in particular, that it is his absolutely 
fundamental concern in VI 8 (39). Now what is unusual in this treatise 
is not that Plotinus should have wanted to get rid of chance as such 
(which in any case he does elsewhere) but that he should have felt 


9" De providentia 3, 15-25 (p. 91 Thillet). ; 

9 Cf J.-P. Dumont, ‘Plotin et la doxographie Epicurienne’, Mélanges J. Trouillard, 
1981, pp. 191-204. 

% [n fact, after 39 (VI 8), 7, 11-15, we encounter, astonishingly, no fewer than 34 
occurrences of t0xn 11 of vvyxóvew and 1 of ovvtoyía; 4 occurrences of adtouatos; 
33 of the substantivised (or used as if so treated) expression tò ouvéfin ‘it happened’; 
and 15 occurrences of ovufaiveiv associated with the accidental appearance of the 
One! 
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obliged, precisely because the threat it represented was so intrusive, to 
exempt the very nature of the One himself from its influence. We are 
then dealing with an internalisation of the threat which 1s absolutely novel, 
and at the same time with a threat centred on the notion of chance, that 
is to say founded on a specific form of necessity that might be called 
random—in the language of 10, 10 ‘without plan or logical sequence’ 
(un) rponyovuévos Kai uh &oAo000c)—and not on the systematic form 
of necessity of the type represented by the Stoic periodic return of 
things, to which, as we have seen, Iamblichus is, for his part, opposed. 
Moreover, this partly explains the ‘voluntarist’ kind of reply Plotinus 
makes to it. In fact, when the objector maintains that the Principle 
results from chance and is by this fact subject to necessity,” this cannot 
simply be answered by the claim that it is subject to necessity but is so 
in a systematic way, or by decree; for in reply the contradictor would imme- 
diately burst out with, “Then it is not free!’ But the reverse is equally 
true. We could not answer someone who rejected the idea of a God 
that is free in favour of a rigorous and inflexible necessity, by saying 
that His actions were instead governed by spontaneity and chance. 
Let us add besides that recourse to the will in order to account for 
the regular ordering of things is something already familiar in Plato 
and prevalent throughout the middle-Platonist tradition and beyond:** 
Plotinus has nothing revolutionary to say on this point. Finally, we 
should note that in the first part of Tractate VI 8 (39), which is taken 
up with the theme of individual will, what is opposed to necessities 
(bodily, emotional, etc.) is already taken to be what depends on the will, 
which is the nerve-centre of autonomy, of mastery, of freedom, and 
of power over oneself: “Thinking zs the will, and is called will because 


9? Cf 39 (VI 8), 7, 15; 9, 11-12; 10, 34-35. 

** Tt should be sufficient here to reproduce the references on this point given by 
J. Whittaker in Alcinoos. Enseignement et doctrines de Platon, Paris, Budé, 1995, p. 104, 
n. 193: Didask. 171, 22-23 and 178, 37; Philo of Alexandria, Quis rer. din, 246 (paprèv 
pev eivat doer [5e 10 nàv] undénote 88 pBapnoduevov ià tò kpatortép Seon, TH 
100 nenot]kótoc BovAñoet, Guvéxeo ou; Atticus, fr. 4. 67-71 and 93-95 des Pl. (MetGov 
6& GAAOS eig cotnptov TOV yevouévov Beouds ovK ÉOTL this tod Bed BovAnoews); 
Ps.-Plutarch, De Jato 572 F ('Eouv otv npóvoi À uév &VMOTATH koi npótr TOD TPdTOD 
Beod vonorc eite Kai BobAnotg oco edepyétis andvrov), ibid. 573 B; Calcidius, Comm. 
in Tim., p. 305, 3-5 W. (Hanc igitur dei voluntatem, tamquam sapientem tutelam rerum 
omnium, providentiam homines vocant); Marcus Aurelius, Meditations VI, 40 and IX, 
1 with A.S.L. Farquharson's notes ad loc. The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, Vol. I, 
Oxford 1944, pp. 707 and 786. Gf also Lampe, A Patristic Greek Lexikon, s.vv. BobAnue, 
BobAnoic, npo. For the phrase katà thy BotAnoiv, of Didask. 171, 22-23; Plutarch, 
De comm. not. 1076 E (kate thv tod Ai0g BobAnow) = SVF II, 937. 
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it conforms with the Intellect: in fact what is called will imitates what 
conforms with the Intellect (6, 36-38).% Consequently Plotinus’ ‘vol- 
untarist and ‘intellectualist’ answer to the audacious argument of 7, 
11-15 was fully mapped out for him. 

What is left is that the insidious form that the audacious objection 
takes is something completely new, since it allows the enemy to penetrate 
to the very heart of the organising principle, an idea unknown to Plato 
and to all Plotinus’ literary predecessors. What can have given rise to 
this objection? We must imagine here an interlocutor subscribing to 
the doctrines of Epicurus or Strato, whose argument has been reported 
to Plotinus or who has actually served it up to him in person. This 
objector who puts everything down to chance is neither a Gnostic nor 
a Christian nor the purely imaginary respondent in the Beutler/Theiler 
Gedankenexperiment. Certainly Plotinus has accustomed us to these lively 
dialectical exchanges where in diatribe style? the proponent and the 
imaginary antagonist take turns to speak and exchange róles.? However, 
we find nothing elsewhere in his writings to match the indignant tone“? 
which Plotinus adopts here, except perhaps, in 7ractate II 9 (33), the 
refutation of the Gnostics—who are decidedly real and not fictitious 
adversaries—nor anything resembling a refutation like that of Tractate 


35 


For comparison: ‘what would depend on us (é9’ uv) would be whatever we did 
without being subservient to chance happenings, necessities, or violent passions, but 
of our own volition when there was nothing to stand in the way of our wishes’ (1, 
28-30); ‘to sum up, then, we have attributed what depends on us to the will (tò ép” 
uiv eig BobAnow), the will we have first assigned to reason, and then to right reason 
(3, 2-4); “This is why we shall not allow people of the inferior sort, who perform the 
majority of their actions in response to [their] emotions, either autonomy or free will 
(obte 10 Ex’ adtoig odte tò Exovdorov), while we shall grant autonomy of action to the 
man who in virtue of the activities of Intellect finds himself free of bodily passions’ (3, 
17-21); ‘virtue and Intellect are sovereign (kópa) and it is necessary to refer to them 
what depends on us, that is to say what is free (tò &q' Hiv xoi tò &Aeó0epov)' (6, 5-6); 
‘So that it is henceforth clearer that what is immaterial is what is free and that it is to 
this that we must refer our autonomous actions; this is what the will is, sovereign and 
independent (Kópia Kai ëp” adtñc) (6, 26-28). 

3 On this subject see Bréhier’s invariably illuminating pages in the Introduction to 
his edition of the Ennéades, Belles Lettres vol. I (1924), pp. xxxtii-xxxvi. 

37 Even if often, as H.-R. Schwyzer pointed out, Plotinos (München, 1978), ‘die 
Einwande, auch die in direkter Rede, stammen nicht von Schülern, sondern sind 
fingierte Einwürfe' (col. 528). 

38 I repeat Armstrong's word and subscribe to his interpretation on this point: ‘But 
the indignation which it clearly arouses in him and his feeling which pervades the rest 
of the treatise that it utterly misrepresents what he thinks about the Good would be 
easier to understand if it was the objection of a real opponent’ (art. cit., p. 401). 
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VI 8 (39), which starts with chapter 7 and continues for a further 14 
chapters! 

The weight that has been attached to the Christian hypothesis 
depends upon a false inference, namely that it is, as Armstrong sug- 
gests,” in a Christian context that problems over the divine will were 
most likely to come to the fore, as if the materialist threat were not 
by itself enough to justify Plotinus renewed emphasis on voluntarism. 
Such an approach overlooks on the one hand the central component 
of chance at the core of the objection and on the other hand the 
unexampled boldness of an argument that in a completely original way 
penetrates to the heart itself of the principle and undermines its very 
integrity." Moreover, there is no room for an inference of this kind in 
view of the privileged structural status of will in all demiurgy that fol- 
lows traditional Platonic lines. The idea of a simple Gedankenexperiment 
is not convincing and fails to answer the question of precisely why it 
should be just this thought-experiment rather than another that sud- 
denly provokes Plotinus’ ire. We have already disposed of the Gnostic 
hypothesis. Finally we are left with the most plausible suggestion, an 
argument thought up by a particularly perverse and insidious materialist 
and based on crude chance, that might have been actually advanced 
against Plotinus himself, or at the very least, reported to him. This was 
the line taken in the past by Bouillet’! and, before him, E. Creuzer.? 

In conclusion, it remains to ask whether Iamblichus has benefited in 
any real way from Plotinus’ reflections on the will of the One. Despite 
certain similarities that it has been possible to identify, lamblichus’ posi- 


359 Art. cit., p. 402: ‘Now someone who talked like that in the third century would 
most probably be a Christian’; p. 404: ‘So to this day a commonplace Christian objec- 
tion to Neoplatonism is very much on the lines of the toAunpds Aóyog'. 

4 Tt is from this that Plotinus’ sincere indignation derives: ‘this argument is wrong- 
headed and untenable (&vtitundg te xoi &nopog)...' (7. 16). 

“| M.-N. Bouillet, Les Ennéades de Plotin, vol. III (Paris, 1861), p. 506: ‘It was the 
doctrine of the Peripatetic Strato, the Epicureans and some other philosophers who 
put everything down to chance’. 

? Plotinus. Opera Omnia. Apparatum criticum disposuit, indices concinnauit G.H. 
Moser; emendauit, indices expleuit, prolegomena, introductiones, annotationes adiecit 
F. Creuzer, vol. LIII, Oxford, Typographeum Academicum, 1835: ‘Plotinus reprehendere 
Democritum, Epicureos, Stratonemque Perpateticum, reliquos, qui a casu fortunaque omnia suspensa 
Jeceranf (vol. II, p. 401, ad locum p. 1354, 15); the key passage from Strato is to be 
found in E Wehrli, Die Schule des Aristoteles, vol. 5, § 35 (apud Plutarch., Adversus Coloten 
XIV 1115b 3-6): ‘And finally [Strato] says that the Cosmos is not a Living Creature 
but that what exists by nature is the result of chance. For he brings in spontaneity as 
the principle, and so afterwards each of the natural events happens by accident’. 
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tion is very different from that of Plotinus. Certainly his God is also free, 
but He is only free as regards constraint exercised from outside, which, 
what is more, resides not in chance as such, but in an inflexible neces- 
sity, perhaps in some human initiative. There is however no strict echo 
in Iamblichus' discussion of the absolute freedom of the One, freedom 
in regard to his own nature, and in regard also to his own substance or 
essence, ” all of which Plotinus expatiates upon at great length, until by 
many twists and turns he arrives at the notion of a principle so free that 
it is causa sui (attiov eavtod, 14, 41). But we know that Iamblichus, and 
in the De mysteriis at that, quotes and discusses Plotinian texts of which, 
to all appearances, he had a detailed knowledge, and Chapter III, 21, 
which immediately follows those which have claimed our attention, is 
taken up in its turn with the Plotinian theory of the consubstantiality 
(onoobotov, 21, 9) of the different parts of the soul. Can it be that 
Iamblichus did not have all of Plotinus’ treatises to hand, and that his 
knowledge of the Roman master's work, deep and extensive as it often 
was, was still full of gaps? Nothing 1s less certain. There is perhaps one 
indication, albeit negative, to be found in Iamblichus, of a possible 
reaction to Plotinus, when the former specifies that his God would no 
longer be ‘the Unbegotten’ (tò &yévvntov), if the cycle of generation 
brought Him into being, or if He were himself, in some other way, 
co-ordinately ranked along with other entities. Taken as a response to 
Plotinus, a statement like this is tantamount to a rebuff; for Plotinus 
is well and truly committed to the view that the One 1s self-generated 
(nowe? eavtov VI 8 (39), 20, 2 and 6), or he who has brought himself 
into existence (0 na póyov eavtdov 20, 21), or who has granted himself 
existence (on£otnoev av1óv 16, 29; compare 16, 14). The contrast 
could not be clearer, and the substantival use of ‘the Unbegotten’ that 
crops up at this point to designate his principle—which appears only 
twice in the whole of the surviving corpus of Iamblichus*"— perhaps 
betrays his desire to distance himself from his illustrious predecessor. 
At all events, nothing in this polemic in the De mysteriis, shows any sign 
of Christian influence. 


5 VI8 (39), 20, 17-19: ‘Now activity that is not subservient to essence is free in the 
true sense, and in this way the One derives its existence from itself”. 


4 De myst. III 19, p. 146, 15 and VIII 6, p. 269, 11. 


WAS THE VITA PLOTINI KNOWN IN ARAB 
PHILOSOPHICAL CIRCLES?* € 


Pierre Thillet 
(Paris I) 


It is a well-known fact that the falásifa had quite extensive knowledge of 
the philosophy of Plotinus. There is no need to look further than the 
Plotinus Arabus of which an English translation (by G. Lewis) 1s provided 
in Volume II of Plotini Opera edited by P. Henry and H.-R. Schwyzer.’ 
All these Arabic texts stick more or less closely to the Greek of the 
Enneads. As far as we can see, the translator-adapter of Plotinus’ work 
seems to know only Enneads IV, V, and VI, or at least seems to have 
chosen his material only from these texts. 

Work centring upon this evidence of the Arab philosophers' acquain- 
tance with Plotinus began quite early and the edition of Henry and 
Schwyzer has given it fresh impetus. The bibliography on the Arabic 
Plotinus continues to burgeon, and is distinguished by a sprinkling of 
discoveries, some of them significant. 

It is not enough to restrict our research to those authors who trans- 
late more or less directly from the Greek. There is new evidence to 
be found in several others who do not belong to that category. So it 1s 


* Translated from the French by Christopher Strachan. 

* Denis O’Brien is among those whose work has contributed greatly to the elu- 
cidation of the Vita Plotini. For this monument to scholarship, see Vie de Plotin, T. I: 
Travaux Préliminaires et index grec complet par L. Brisson, M.-O. Goulet-Cazé, R. Goulet et 
D. O'Brien, Paris, Vrin, 1982. In addition to his numerous publications on Plotinus (listed 
in the appendix to the present volume), he also contributed to the study of Porphyry's 
Sententiae which came out in 2005 (Porphyre, Sentences, études d'introduction, texte grec et traduction 
frangaise, commentaire, par l'Unité Propre de Recherche n? 76 du Centre National de la 
Recherche Scientifique, avec une traduction anglaise de John Dillon, Travaux édités 
sous la responsabilité de Luc Brisson, 2 tomes, dans la collection Histoire des Doctrines de 
l'Antiquité classique, Directeurs: Jean Pépin et Luc Brisson, XXXIII, J. Vrin, Paris, 2005). 
I venture to offer him these few pages, which will no doubt deserve his criticism. I also 
wish to express my sincere thanks to Wilfried Kühn who has been kind enough to read 
this paper through. The mistakes that remain are, of course, mine. 

! P. Henry & H.-R. Schwyzer, Plotini Opera, Museum Lessianum, Desclée de Brouwer, 
Brill, Paris/Leyden, Vol. II (Enn. IV-V = Plotinus arabus) 1959 [including all the pas- 
sages from Enn. VI to which elements of the Arabic version correspond]. 
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that in the Stwdn al-Hikima of al-Sijistani,’ in a short article devoted to 
Plotinus (Blütinus), we come across this: ‘He said, “The man who sets 
out to extend his mathematical knowledge must make the incorporeal 
triumph in himself so as to make himself familiar <with it>.”’? Then, 
immediately afterwards: ‘He said, “Blindness is preferable to ignorance 
and nobler than ignorance, because the most serious of its disadvantages 
for the sufferer is the risk of falling down a well, while ignorance and 
lack of <intellectual> culture (tark al-adab) condemn the sufferer to fall 
into the darkness of death, through refusing to encounter his Lord in 
the world beyond”’.* 

The first ‘he said’ immediately recalls Ennead I 3 [20] 3, 5-7: ‘He 
must be given mathematics to get him used to the conception of the 
incorporeal, and to having confidence in it—and he will have no trouble 
in absorbing the subject, since he is a lover of knowledge.’ The second 
sentence seems to be inspired by Ennead I 6 [1] 8, 8-14: ‘If one rushes 
up to them [sc material things] trying to lay hold of them as if they 
were truly real, then, like the man who wanted to grasp a beautiful 
image floating on water (as I think some myth obliquely puts it), and 
plunged into the stream and disappeared, in just the same way the man 
who remains attached to beautiful bodies and will not let them go will 
sink, not with his body but with his soul into dark depths disagreeable 
(àtepri) to the Intellect, where, blind and effectively stuck in Hades 
both here and there, he will consort with (cvvéotou) shadows.” 

Since, then, these Plotinian echoes stem from the first ‘volume’ 
(o@patiov) of Porphyry’s edition of the Enneads, we are entitled to con- 
clude that the Arabs were also in a position to read the Life of Plotinus 
that Porphyry had placed at the beginning of his edition, and very 
probably in the same first ‘body’ of the work.^ My present purpose is 


? Of the work of al-Sijistani all we have is a summary or some selected extracts 
(muntahab). I quote from the edition of D.M. Dunlop, The Muntakhab Siwán al-Hikmah 
of Abii Sulaiman as-Syistdni, The Hague, Mouton 1979. 

* Op. cit. § 159, p. 89, line 1893. 

* Ibid., lines 1893-95. 

° This passage does not allude to the myth of Narcissus, but to that of Hylas, as 
Pierre Aubenque has rightly pointed out in Cosmos et Psyché, Mélanges offerts à Jean 
Frére, Hildesheim, Olms, 2005, pp. 265-269. 

ê In Les Manuscrits des Ennéades, Paris/ Brussels 1948, Paul Henry divided the manu- 
scripts of the works of Plotinus into four ‘groups’. All the manuscripts belonging to 
groups w and x, which contain the complete text of the Enneads, are headed by the 
Vita Plotini, twenty manuscripts in all. The only manuscript in group y to include the 
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to show that there are traces of a knowledge of the Vita Plotini in the 
Arabic philosophical tradition. 

In her translation of the work of Ibn Sina entitled Kitab al-’isarat 
wa--tanbihát, Book of Directives and Remarks,’ Amélie-Marie Goichon 
writes: 


They had a man named Porphyry who produced a book praised by the 
Peripatetics on intelligence and the intelligibles. He was a man of inferior 
intellect—second rate. And they knew of themselves that they did not 
understand his book, any more than Porphyry did himself. Already a man 
of his time had contradicted it, and he had contradicted his contradictor 
with arguments more mistaken than the first. (p. 448)? 


In Goichon's view, this is a violent criticism of Porphyry on the part 
of Avicenna. In her note 2, she identifies the work referred to as the 
Introduction to the Intelhgibles, the title habitually given to the Sententiae, 
which Avicenna ‘often makes use of, not without a measure of respect’. 
In view of the difference of treatment in two different’? passages by 
the same author, Goichon offers the hypotheses that there might have 
been a mistake over the name of the author, as well as a confusion 
of Peripatetics with Neoplatonists, or, ‘the most plausible hypothesis’, 
a possible reference to an apocryphal work. However, it is very hard 
to imagine that the author of the Jsagégé, so often cited by the Arab 
logicians, could have been treated in this way as a man ‘of inferior 
intellect? by Avicenna, even if the oriental philosopher might not see 
eye to eye with the Greek thinker on the relationship between Intellect 
and intelligibles. 


complete text (Urbinas Graecus 62) also displays the same arrangement. It is then practi- 
cally certain that the Vita Plotin has always been associated with the text of Plotinus. 

7 Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Livre des directives et remarques (Kitab al-’Isarat wa l-Tanbihât) 
traduit avec Introduction et notes par A.-M. Goichon, Paris/Beyrouth, 1951, reprinted 
under the title of Avicenne, Livre des directives et remarques, Kitab al-Tsârât wa l’-Tanbihat 
[Textes philosophiques. Editions UNESCO], Paris, Vrin, 1999. 

* The very same passage is translated by David Wassenstein, in Porphyrius, Fragmenta, 
ed. A. Smith, Stuttgart/ Leipzig 1993, 229T. p. 251: “They had a man called Porphyry, 
who wrote a book about intelligence and intelligible things, which was praised by the 
Peripatetics; [but] it is inferior nonsense in its entirety. And they know about themselves 
that they do not understand it, and nor did Porphyry himself, one of his contempo- 
raries contradicted him, and he contradicted the contradictor with [material] that was 
even worse than the first.’ The translator has very clearly understood that the most 
disparaging judgement (viz. ‘it is inferior nonsense in its entirety’) was aimed at the 
work and not, as Goichon thinks, at the author. 

? This refers to some lines from another of Ibn Sina’s works, al-Sifa. See below. 
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Certainly, the hypothetical existence of an unknown apocryphal 
source such as Goichon suggests in her note would be a means of 
accounting for this curious judgement. A long time ago, when I was 
teaching a graduate seminar, I had toyed with a conjecture that would 
have offered a way out of the difficulty by altering the text. M. Ahmed 
Hasnawi was kind enough at that time to point out some major objec- 
tions to my suggestion, which I later abandoned. But I still believe that 
it 1s possible to see in Avicenna’s words, as they stand in the published 
edition, traces of what is to be found in a passage of Porphyry’s Life 
of Plotinus. 

I shall therefore argue as follows: (a) that two passages in Avicenna, 
from the Isarat and Sifa respectively, can most plausibly be read 
neither as critiques of Porphyry himself nor as allusions to the Aphormai 
(or Sententiae) or to a lost work of Porphyry On Intellect and the intelligibles, 
but rather as referring to Porphyry's own testimony in the Vita Plotim, 
namely, that he had first held the view that the intelligibles subsisted 
outside of the Intellect, and that Amelius, on the prompting of Plotinus, 
had later refuted or ‘contradicted’ him; (b) that we therefore have good 
grounds to believe that the falasifa were aware of the Vita Plotini and 
consequently of the first three books, I-III, of the Enneads; (c) that this 
thesis is supported in a broader context by passages of Averroés in the 
Tahafut al-Tahafut and of Miskawayh in the Fawz al-asgar that demonstrate 
a knowledge of Porphyry beyond familiarity with the Jsagdégé. Taken 
together, this evidence gives us a much fuller understanding of what 
texts were available to Avicenna, Averroés and other Arabic thinkers. 

Taking up again the text from the Kitab al-isarat, I shall now proceed 
to modify the existing translations, as cited on p. 2 above and in note 
8, and append the following comments to my rendering: 

“There was among them (lahum)’. I think these are the philosophers 
who believed that the Intellect becomes its own object in the act of 
intellectual cognition. This is an Aristotelian theory later adopted by 
the Neoplatonists. Although Avicenna (Ibn Sina) had accepted this 
gnoseology in the Sifa and the Nagat, he had abandoned it some time 
later, as he clearly has in the Kitáb al-Isárát wa-’l-Tanbihdt. 

‘A man named Porphyry; he produced a written work (kitâb”) praised 
by the Peripatetics on Intelligence and the intelligibles.’ That is indeed 
what the Arabic text says, and that is what it means to say. But what 
is the written work in question? And who are the Peripatetics? 


WAS THE VITA PLOTINI KNOWN IN ARAB PHILOSOPHICAL CIRCLES? 203 


‘It was <a work> without value, from start to finish.’ I take it that 
the word hasaf, which designates a piece of fruit? (a poor quality date) 
and is manifestly a term of disparagement, could not possibly refer 
to the subject, Porphyry himself. It is applied to what the subject has 
produced, that is to say what he has written.’ 

'And they knew of themselves that they did not understand this 
«written work», any more than Porphyry did himself. And already, at 
that time, someone had refuted him. He himself <Porphyry> refuted 
his critic in a weaker fashion than the first.’ There are several points 
to be made about these lines. Their subject is the condemnation of 
something Porphyry had written, supposedly on Intelligence and the intel- 
ligibles. The suggestion is evidently that the work referred to is &poppat 
xpóg tà vont&, that is to say, the book which is given the shorthand 
title of Sententiae. But I do not believe that this work was ever referred 
to under a title that included the word vooc.? On the other hand, in 
Vita Plotini 18, admittedly without giving what might be called a ‘title’, 
Porphyry refers to his own attempt ‘to show that the intelligibles subsist 
outside the Intellect.'? This must be borne in mind when reading the 
statement that: 

‘A man of his time had contradicted him’. Here Longinus'* or Ame- 
lius may be meant. Porphyry debated with both of them in a written 
exchange, as he writes in the Vita Plotini, and as D. Wassenstein recalls 
in the note on line 5 of his translation. The context in which these 
lines of Avicenna appear tends to make one opt rather for the debate 
with Amelius. In fact, what the Vita Plotini suggests is that there was a 


10 T note that words closely similar in spelling, hasaf or hasf also designate plant/ 


vegetable produce. 

1! Ought we to trace so disparaging a judgement back to Eusebius, or to his source, 
in the Praeparatio Evangelica, V 14, 230a, as Van den Bergh seems to suggest in Averroës, 
Tahafut al-Tahafut, vol. 2, p. 100 (note on 154, 6)? 

12 See the two tiers of apparatus criticus in E. Lambert’s edition (Leipzig 1975) of 
Tlopevpiov åpopuai pds tà vontå. On the other hand, as no. 29 in his list of the 
works of Porphyry, Beutler gives Against those who separate voüg and vontov. This work 
touches on the question raised in VP 18, and it belongs to the period when Porphyry 
had embraced the Plotinian doctrine that the intelligibles subsist inside the intellect. 
It would be going too far to identify this with Porphyry’s final sally in his dispute with 
Amelius. 

55 VP 18, 10-11: deuxvovor reupouevos Ott £&o tod vod vo£otnke TH vontó. 

^ [n the Arabic tradition a Refutation of Longinus on Intelligence and the intelligibles is 
attributed to Porphyry. See Porphyrius, Fragmenta, 208T and aT. 
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written reply in which Amelius answered the criticisms that Porphyry 
had levelled at the Plotinian doctrine that the intelligibles do not subsist 
outside the Intellect. When this defence of the master was in its turn 
attacked by Porphyry, Amelius countered with a reply that Porphyry 
confesses he understood only with difficulty,!° after which he wrote his 
recantation. In A.H. Armstrong's translation of Vita Plotini (VP) 18'° 
the episode is described as follows: 


I thought this letter worth inserting, to demonstrate not only that people 
in his own time thought that [Plotinus] was making a show on a basis 
of plagiarism from Numenius, but also that they considered that he was 
a big driveller and despised him because they did not understand what 
he meant and because he was so completely free from the staginess and 
windy rant of the professional speechifier: his lectures were like conver- 
sations, and he was not quick to make clear to anybody the compelling 
logical coherence of his discourse. I, Porphyry, experienced something 
of the sort when I first heard him. The result was that I wrote against 
him in an attempt to show that the object of thought existed outside 
the intellect. He made Amelius read this essay to him, and when the 
reading was finished, smiled and said, *You shall have the task of solv- 
ing these difficulties, Amelius. He has fallen into them because he does 
not know what we hold." Amelius wrote a lengthy treatise “In Answer 
to Porphyry's Difficulties”; I replied to what he had written; Amelius 
answered my reply; and the third time I with difficulty understood the 
doctrine, changed my mind and wrote a recantation which I read in the 
meeting of the school... 


It does not require much imagination to see this extract from Porphyry 
as a likely source of the statements made by Avicenna. In fact (1) it 
mentions a written work on Intellect and the intelligibles, or to put it 
more accurately on the question of whether the Intellect 1s where 
the intelligibles are located; (2) 1t records the tale of the interchange 
of refutations; (3) it testifies to the incomprehension of the recipients, 
Porphyry in particular, on his own admission. All this 1s to be found 
both in the Vita Plotini and in Avicenna's text. 

The other passage in which Avicenna seems to quote Porphyry in 
order to criticise him, is in the sixth part of the Sá; On the Soul: 


How could the soul become the Forms of things? The responsibility 
for causing people most confusion over this question lies with the man 


5 VP 18: uós cvvelc tà Aeyóueva. 
16 AH. Armstrong, Plotinus Vol. I, Harvard University Press, Cambridge (Mass.)/ 
London 1966. 
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who composed the /sagôgé for them. His desire was to articulate fanci- 
ful, poetic, mystical statements in which he restricted himself and the 
others, to appearances. Critical minds (ahl al-tamytz) will find this clearly 
displayed in what he has written On intellect and the intelligibles and what 
he has written On the Soul.” 


Even if Porphyry’s name is not expressly mentioned, the identity of 
the person concerned cannot be doubted. The author of the /sagógé 
is none other than Porphyry of Tyre. What is more significant here 
is that Porphyry stands accused of having sown confusion among his 
readers, not at all indeed in person, but by his writings. Avicenna’s 
criticism, as in the passage from the Isarat, bears on his words. The 
critical procedure in both texts is of the same order. The Si/4 passage 
has no direct connection with the Vita Plotim. It does, however, provide 
confirmation for the interpretation put forward here of the passages 
of the Isarat, while at the same time adding weight to the contention 
that the criticism is aimed not at the author personally but at what he 
actually says. In addition, the passage confirms A.-M. Goichon’s gen- 
eral interpretation, in that she has always made clear her considerable 
reservations in regard to the emphasis placed by certain of Avicenna’s 
successors and interpreters on the ‘mystical’ aspect of his philosophic 
doctrines. 

Avicenna’s position is very much in line with that of those falásifa 
who held that metaphysical thought was first and foremost a rational 
operation. In this their attitude differed not at all from that of Plotinus. 
No doubt the false attribution of the (pseudo-Aristotelian) Theology to 
Aristotle himself helped to lend a novel tone to the texts of the philoso- 
phers who wrote in Arabic, hiding from view, as it did, the very person 
of Plotinus. It appears, however, that in addition to the pages from 
Enneads IV—VI whose contents Arab readers had come to know in their 
pseudo-Aristotelian guise, some fragmentary elements of Porphyry’s Life 
of Plotinus had perhaps also been translated into Arabic. It seems likely, 
therefore, that the passage from $18 of the Life of Plotinus, with which 


17 Ibn Sina, al-Sifa’—al-Tabt’ at—6 al-nafs, edd. I. Madkour, G. Anawati, Said Zaid, 
Cairo 1975, p. 213, 1—4. This passage of the Sifä is also translated by David Wassenstein, 
Porphyrius, Fragmenta 230 T., p. 252. ‘And how could the soul become the form of things? 
And the person who composed the Jsagégé for the people deluded them greatly in this; 
he very much enjoyed speaking in imaginary, poetic, mystical speech, confining himself 
and others by that means to imagination, and his book on the Intelligence and on 
Intelligible things and his book on the Soul prove that for people of discernment.’ 
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Porphyry prefaced his edition of the Enneads, was known to the faldsifa, 
and that an echo of it has been preserved by Avicenna. 

The Arabs were familiar, at least in part, with Enneads [V-V—-VI, as 
the existence of the Plotinus arabus testifies. They may also have had 
access, albeit in a fragmentary way, to all three volumes (ompatia) into 
which Porphyry classified the works of Plotinus. 

At this point it is perhaps worth examining the possibility that Aver- 
roés was influenced by Avicenna in forming his opinion of Porphyry. 
Averroés in fact knew Porphyry as the logician who was the author of 
the /sagôgé and had considered the work worthy of an Epitome and a 
Middle Commentary.'® 

On the issue of how plurality could come from the One, the Tahdfut 
al-Taháfut has this to say: 


If someone asks, “What will you say in answer to this question? You have 
already rejected the teaching of Avicenna on the cause of plurality, so 
what have you got to say about it yourself? It has been established that 
the various schools of philosophy answer the question in one of the fol- 
lowing three ways: the first is that plurality can only proceed from matter; 
the second that it can only proceed from [the use of] instruments (‘an 
al); the third, that it comes through intermediaries. It is reported that 
the Peripatetics favour the account that makes intermediate entities the 
cause of this (sc plurality).” 

I cannot, myself, give a conclusive answer to this question in the pres- 
ent work. But we find the answer they are reported as giving neither in 
Aristotle nor in any of the ancient Peripatetics known to us, apart from 
Porphyry of Tyre, the author of the Jsagégé (literally ‘Introduction to 
Logic’}—and he was far from being the most subtle of them (min hadáqi- 
him). As far as I am concerned, following the <philosophers’> principles, 
I think that the cause of plurality is all three of them together, viz. the 
intermediaries (al-muawásaitát), the dispositions (al-istia 'adádát)? and the 


'8 See Herbert A. Davidson, Middle Commentary on Porphyry's Isagoge. (translated from 
the Hebrew and Latin versions) [Corpus Commentariorum Averrois in Aristotelem. . . versio anglica, 
vol. I a 1-2], Cambridge (Mass.) 1969. 

19 [n his comments on the penultimate version of this paper Wilfried Kühn had 
understandably expressed surprise at the substitution of ‘dispositions’ for ‘matter’. 
What Averroés means by ‘dispositions’ in the above-quoted lines are ‘dispositions to 
receive forms', which is a characteristic of matter. l'he word used here comes from 
al-Ghazali, whom Averroés is quoting in 626. 8. Returning to the text he is examining, 
Averroés writes, “Those philosophers who maintain that sensible things cannot act on 
each other, and that what acts on them is an external principle, cannot, however, state 
that their apparent action on one another is wholly illusory, but are obliged to say that 
such action is limited to a disposition ready to receive forms from an external princi- 
ple. Even so, I know of no philosopher who asserts this absolutely; they confine their 
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instruments (al-áláe). And we have already shown how all are completely 
dependent on the One, and return to it, since each one of them owes its 
existence to a perfect Unity that is the cause of plurality.”° 


It is noteworthy that while Averroés does not leave Porphyry unscathed 
in this passage, his opinion of him does not amount to out and out 
condemnation. It seems clear that what Porphyry lacked, in Averroés’ 
eyes, was the metaphysician’s subtlety of mind. He must, after all, have 
been thought competent enough in logic for the Cordoban philosopher 
to devote a Middle Commentary and an Epitome to his Lsagégé. 

Even if Averroés does not directly refer to Porphyry until the point in 
the Tahdfut al-Tahdfut at which his name is mentioned, he had probably 
used the same source before, and so made previous use of Porphyry. 
The ‘ab uno unum principle is a difficult one to maintain, not just because 
of the existence of plurality, but also because of the existence of evil. 
If the principle, the One, is the Good, where does evil come from? 
For some people, it is better to settle for the admixture of a little evil 
with the Good, than to dispense with the Good altogether. As Aver- 
roés writes: 


Since these last (sc. philosophers), were convinced that the first principle 
must be unitary, and that it involved this difficulty concerning the One, 
they sought to answer it in three ways. Some posited that plurality could 
only proceed from matter (al-hayülä)—these were Anaxagoras and his fol- 
lowers. Others thought that plurality could only proceed from instruments. 
Yet others thought plurality could only proceed from intermediaries (al- 
mutawäsatät), and the first to offer this answer was Plato. And this solution 
is the most satisfactory, for, in the case of the other two, a question arose 
as to the source of the plurality of matter (al-mawdd) and the plurality 
of instruments. Specifically, this difficulty must be faced by anyone who 
assents to the proposition that the only thing that can proceed from the 
One is one, he still has to explain how plurality can derive from the One. 
Nowadays, however, the generally accepted theory 1s the opposite of this, 
viz. that all things proceed from the One by emanation.”! 


assertion to essential forms and exclude the forms of accidents. In his commentary 
on the Metaphysics, however, Averroés employs the term ist ‘ddd, ‘disposition’, associated 
with quwwä ‘potentiality’ (Averroés, Tafsir, ed. Bouyges, vol. III, C 19 on Met. A, p. 607, 
18. See especially vol. IV, C 11, p. 1449, 2-3: ‘prime matter is one by subject, many 
by potentiality and dispositions (al-ish dâd Y. 

2° Averroés, Tahafot al-Tahafot, texte arabe établi par Maurice Bouyges, Beyrouth, 
Imprimerie catholique, 1930, pp. 259, 6-260, 6. There is an English translation by 
S. Van den Bergh, Averroes? Tahafut al- Tahafut, 2 vols., O.U.P, 1954. 

?! Op. cit., pp. 177, 8-178, 4. Van den Bergh’s translation is in vol. 2, pp. 106-107. 


208 PIERRE THILLET 


Porphyry is not here named, but the first solution to the difficulty 
is attributed to Anaxagoras, and the third to Plato. That Averroés is 
quoting here is implicit in the observation that follows the third solu- 
tion to the effect that it is the most satisfactory. Now we have seen that 
on the occasion of his second statement of the difficulty in accounting 
for multiplicity if the One is taken as the first principle, Averroés cites 
Porphyry as favouring the solution here attributed to Plato, while at the 
same time classing him among the Peripatetics!? He hastens to add, it 
is true, that he lacks the metaphysical subtlety of an Aristotle.” 

It is then, certainly, Porphyry that Averroés has in mind in these two 
passages in the 7aháfut al-Tahäfut. But confirmation comes also from 
another Arab author, Miskawayh, in his Little Book of Salvation:** 


That God is one can be explained as follows: we maintain that if there 
were more than one agent, it would necessarily follow that they were 
composite. The reason for this is that while, gua agents, they would be 
the same as each other, they would differ from each other in their essence. 
Now it is inevitable that that in which one differed from another would 
be something other than that in virtue of which they were the same. It 
would necessarily follow that each one of them was composed of a sub- 
stance and a difference. But composition is a form of motion, in that it 
is an effect that cannot do without a cause to bring it about, as has been 
explained. It follows from this that each agent must necessarily have an 
agent and so on ad infinitum. Therefore we are forced back to the conclu- 
sion there is only one agent. 

On this point, however, after it has been established as true that there 
is only one agent, there is room for doubt and perplexity. For someone 
might say, “How is it possible for numerous different actions to stem 
from a single agent, especially when these actions include some that 
run counter to each other? In fact it is clear that what is itself one and 
simple, performs an action which is alike unique and simple.” Our reply is, 
“The conditions under which it is possible for a unique agent to perform 
numerous different actions are four in number. The first is that the agent 


# *Neoplatonism', as such, is a concept unknown to the Ancients. It is obvious that 
Porphyry was considered an Aristotelian; see, for example, Shahrastani, Livre des religions 
et des sectes, traduction J. Jolivet et G. Monnot, Louvain, 1993, vol. IL p. 357. 

5 Quite independently, and in a totally different context, A. Hasnawi has recently 
drawn attention to this point. See, ‘Une transcription en caractéres hébraiques non 
identifiée d'al-fawz al-asghar de Miskawayh (Oxford Bodl., Pococke 181)’, MIDEO 33, 
1997, pp. 447—453. 

4 Miskawayh, Fawz al-asgar, Le Petit Livre du salut, éd. S. Oudaimah, trad. R. Arnaldez, 
Tunis, Maison Arabe du Livre, 1987. If the ‘Arabic Porphyry’ can in this way supply 
works of which the Greek originals are lost, why would it not have included texts that 
are known to us, like the Life of Plotinus? 
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is composed of numerous parts and powers. The second 1s that the unique 
agent’s actions are carried out on diflerent types of material. The third 
is that his actions are performed with the aid of different sorts of instru- 
ments. The fourth is that the actions do not stem from his own essence, 
but are brought about through other things which act as intermediaries. 
The agent composed of numerous parts and powers is like a man some 
of whose actions are prompted by appetites, others by anger, and oth- 
ers by reason. The agent who performs numerous actions by means of 
numerous instruments 1s like the carpenter who shapes his wood with 
an adze or bores holes with a drill. The agent who carries out numerous 
actions on different materials is like fire that softens iron and hardens 
clay. The agent who performs numerous actions, some by his essence, 
others through intermediaries other than himself, and accidentally, can 
be compared to snow that in essence chills things and accidentally brings 
warmth, through something other than itself. This happens because in 
chilling it condenses and contracts in such a way that it retains the heat 
and heats up what has been chilled. The heating action of the snow is 
produced through the agency of something other than itself. 

It is not possible for the First Agent to possess numerous powers because 
these would necessarily entail multiplicity and complexity, which, as we 
have established, is untenable. Nor is it possible for the First Agent to 
carry out numerous actions by means of numerous instruments; for one 
of two things must be the case: either the instruments are going to be 
manufactured or they are not. If they are manufactured, in what way 
will the One have made them? Once again that necessarily entails mul- 
tiplicity in the One, which is absurd. And if they are not manufactured, 
then it must inevitably be our conclusion that they constitute an effect 
for which there is no cause, which, as we have shown already, 1s absurd. 
Furthermore it is not possible for the multiplicity of actions to be due to 
a multiplicity of materials, for such materials must necessarily be manu- 
factured, and the same reasoning as was used above will apply. There 
remains only one solution, to say that the cause of the multiplicity of 
actions 1s that the One carries out one of his actions by his own essence, 
and certain others through one or more intermediaries. The first to hit 
on this way of looking at things, according to Porphyry’s report, was 
Aristotle. It was, he said, because Plato taught the doctrine of the Form 
(al-sura), and consequently multiplicity was forced on him. Now it has 
been clearly explained through the doctrine here expounded, that <the 
Prime Mover> is unique and that he is the First Agent. 

All that we have expounded in this section comes from Porphyry.” 


As can be seen, this passage confirms that the argument expounded 
belongs to Porphyry. It will be noted that Averroés envisaged only three 


? Op. cit, Question V, section 5, pp. 25-26. The translation given here is of 
R. Arnaldez's French version. 
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solutions to the difficulty and that he introduced modifications and 
added some points of detail. It is possible that he relied on a source 
different from that used by Miskawayh, unless they have respectively 
been taking liberties with one and the same source.?f 

Porphyry, I conclude, was well enough known and well enough 
thought of by the falasifa to justify my interpreting the material that has 
its origin in the Vita Plotini as not directed at the philosopher personally 
either as a man or as an author. The criticism targets shortcomings in 
the way he expresses himself. There is, in that case, a curious sense of 
history's repeating itself. In the Life of Plotinus, Porphyry points a finger 
at Plotinus’ carelessness in writing," though this was no more than a lack 
of regard for form, in common with several other stylistic weaknesses 
that Porphyry mentions.” And in criticising Porphyry’s writing, it was 
probably no more than the form, the philosopher’s way of expressing 
himself, that Avicenna wanted to bring to notice, relying on what he 
found in the Vita Plotim. 


°° See Hasnawi's interpretation, art. cit., pp. 451—452. 

? VP 8, 4-6. The expression oote edonuos tag ovAAoóc SiaipOv presents a cer- 
tain difficulty, as M.-O. Goulet-Cazé pointed out in Vie de Plotin, vol. I, p. 282, n. 3. 
The translation, VP, vol. II, p. 149, ‘nor distinguishing the words clearly’ seems the 
most probable. One must suppose that Plotinus wrote in cursive, perhaps in the kind 
of hand found in documentary papyri. The absence (or sparseness) of accentuation 
would certainly make a text in which the words were not separated difficult to read. 
We can then understand the difficulties with which the editor of the Enneads must have 
been confronted. See two examples of cursive hands in Alain Blanchard’s article, “Les 
origines lointaines de la minuscule’, La Paléographie grecque et byzantine, Paris, Editions 
du CNRS, 1977, pp. 167-173 [pp. 170 and 171]. 

8 See VP 13, 2-5 where Porphyry draws attention to both faults in pronunciation 
and faults in spelling. What are we to take out of this? That Plotinus, entirely absorbed 
in his ideas, had scant regard for formal rigour, as Porphyry seems to suggest? That 
the philosopher had not quite mastered Greek? In that event two possible explanations 
may be suggested. Either he belonged to a ‘Latin’ family, his father perhaps having 
worked for the Roman empire as a civil servant; or he was of Egyptian extraction, 
which is the view taken by L.S.B. MacCoull, ‘Plotinus the Egyptian?’, Mnemosyne 52, 
1999, pp. 330-333. 


FRIENDSHIP AND TRANSGRESSION: LUMINOSUS LIMES 
AMICITIAE (AUGUSTINE, CONFESSIONS 2.2.2) AND THE 
THEMES OF CONFESSIONS 2* 


Gerard O’Daly 
(University College London) 


Augustine’s Confessions is a book rich in images and metaphors. 
Yet, despite the scholarly attention lavished on it, this aspect of its 
style has not always received the attention which it deserves. There 
are notable exceptions. One such is Denis O’Brien’s characteristically 
perceptive argument that the image of the ‘weight’ ( pondus) of the soul 
in Confessions 13.9.10 may derive from Iamblichus.! It seems, therefore, 
appropriate to offer Dr O'Brien the following observations on another 
striking Augustinian image, that of the luminosus limes amicitiae in Confes- 


sions 2.2.2. 


The sentence that contains the image of the luminosus limes is puzzling, 
as a glance at a few representative commentaries and translations shows. 
The part of the sentence in question runs: sed non tenebatur modus ab animo 
usque ad animum, quatenus est luminosus limes amicitiae? Henry Chadwick 
translates ‘But no restraint was imposed by the exchange of mind with 
mind, which marks the brightly lit pathway of friendship’. Philip Burton 
has ‘But my love did not keep within the bounds marked out by the 
shining frontier of friendship, the affection of one mind for another’. 


* [ should like to thank Emmanuel Bermon for valuable comments on an earlier 
version of this article. 

! D. O’Brien, ‘Pondus meum amor meus (Conf. xii 9, 10): saint Augustin et Jamblique’, 
Studia Patristica 16 = Texte und Untersuchungen 129 (1985) 524-7. Two notable studies of 
imagery in Conf: L.C. Ferrari, “Che Pear-theft in Augustine’s Confessions’, Revue des Etudes 
Augustimennes 16 (1970) 233-42; W. Hübner, ‘Die praetoria memoriae im zehnten Buch der 
Confessiones —Vergilisiches bei Augustin’, ibid. 27 (1981) 245-63. 

? All citations from Conf. are from the Teubner edn. of M. Skutella, revised by 
H. Jürgens and W. Schaub (Stuttgart 1969). 


212 GERARD O'DALY 


The 19th century translation of E.B. Pusey runs ‘but I kept not the 
measure of love, of mind to mind, friendship’s bright boundary’. Gil- 
lian Clark’s commentary translates ‘the limit was not maintained from 
mind to mind, as far as the shining frontier of friendship is’. J. Gibb and 
W. Montgomery have ‘friendship’s fair bound’. James O'Donnell, in his 
commentary, understands the phrase luminosus limes to refer to a bright 
boundary. The most recent French translator, Patrice Cambronne, has 
‘Mais je ne me contenais pas / Dans la mesure de l'échange / Qui va 
de l'àme a l’âme: / La est le lumineux sentier de lamitié’. There are 
merits in all these translations and in the commentaries, but they do 
not, in my view, exhaust the possible meanings of Augustine's words, 
much less make clear their significance in the developing narrative of 
Book 2 of the Confessions? Further investigation is called for. 

To begin with, although limes can mean ‘pathway’, in this sentence 
it must mean ‘frontier, boundary’.* For Augustine goes on, in the same 
sentence, to say that he did not, at the time of his youth to which he 
is referring (he was aged 15, as specific references in Confessions 2.2.4, 
2.3.6, and 2.6.12 stress), distinguish between the ‘brightness of love’ 
and the ‘darkness of desire’ (ut non discerneretur serenitas dilectionis a. caligine 
libidinis)? Frontiers and boundaries mark distinctions; pathways do not, 
or at least not necessarily. Limes is a moral metaphor here.® Moreover, 
modus in our sentence most likely means ‘limit, bounds’, as a key 


* Translations: H. Chadwick. Saint Augustine: Confessions (Oxford 1991); P. Burton, 
Augustine: The Confessions (London 2001); E.B. Pusey, Saint Augustine: The Confessions 
(Oxford 1838); P. Cambronne in Saint Augustin: Les Confessions — Dialogues philosophiques, 
ed. L. Jerphagnon (Paris 1998). Commentaries: G. Clark, Augustine: Confessions, Books 
FIV (Cambridge 1995); J. Gibb and W. Montgomery, The Confessions of Augustine, 2nd 
edn. (Cambridge 1927); J.J. O'Donnell, Augustine: Confessions, 3 vols. (Oxford 1992). See 
further the translation of E. Tréhorel and G. Bouissou (Bibliothéque Augustinienne 
13; Paris 1962); ‘Mais je ne me tenais pas dans la mesure d'un échange d'àme à âme, 
juste là où se trouve le sentier lumineux de l'amitié". P. de Labriolle (Les Belles Lettres; 
Paris 1961, 8th edn.) has ‘Mais je ne m'en tenais pas à des rapports d'àme à ame, sans 
m'écarter du sentier lumineux de l'amitié". 

^ Limes can also refer to the track or trail of a shooting-star, which would be luminosus: 
but that is hardly the sense here. Cicero in De Amicitia —a work that greatly influenced 
Augustine's understanding of friendship —refers to the fines and termini of amicitia: but 
that is not a source of Augustine's limes image, for Cicero is referring to various defini- 
tions of amicitia, as the context makes clear (Amicit. 16.56-17.61). 

? This distinction is the point of the word-play that contrasts /wminosus limes with 
limosa concupiscentia in 2.2.2; see further n. 27 below. 

5 For the use of limes in the sense of a moral-cum-legal boundary see Augustine, 
Sermo 51.13.22: ceterum qui uxoris carnem amplius appetit quam praescribit limes ille, liberorum 
procreandorum causa, contra ipsas tabulas facit quibus eam duxit uxorem. 
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reference back to the sentence later in Book 2, to be discussed below, 
shows.’ A vivid use of modus, rather than a more abstract sense such 
as ‘restraint’ or ‘measure’, is, in addition, in keeping with the strong 
metaphors of 2.2.2 as a whole. O’Donnell’s note on modus here aptly 
refers to ‘the flesh’s lure... blurring boundaries and intermingling things 
better kept separate’.® 

Luminosus means, uncontroversially, ‘bright, shining’, but the link 
to serenitas later in the sentence has not always been made explicit. If 
good love (dilectio) is ‘bright’, it cannot but light up the boundary that 
separates it from the darkness of desire. Conversely, that darkness may 
obscure the brightness of what is good, as the later phrase in Confessions 
2.3.8 emphasizes, reusing the image and developing it in an explicit 
reference to God's truth: in omnibus erat caligo intercludens mihi, deus meus, 
serenttatem veritatis tuae. 

What of ab animo usque ad animum? Here the translators and commen- 
tators seem to be on the wrong track. Augustine is surely not talking 
about the mind here, that is to say, he is not using animus to refer to our 
rational or intellective faculty? The preceding sentence takes the form 
of a question: et quid erat, quod me delectabat, nisi amare et amari? Our sen- 
tence is an elucidatory response (‘But there were no bounds ...’) to that 
question, revealing that, for Augustine at the time, amare meant, neither 
love nor good friendship, but desire and lust. So he is talking about 
feelings and emotions here, but the context makes it clear that he is also 
talking about behaviour, as the opening words of Book 2 (recordari volo 
transactas foeditates meas, 2.1.1), and the nearby phrase szlvescere ausus sum 
varus et umbrosis amoribus (ibid.) indicate. As we shall see, it is Augustine’s 
behaviour, his actions, that concern him most as Book 2 proceeds. So 
animus means ‘heart’ as the seat of emotion, or ‘feelings’, or ‘passion’, 
or ‘affection’, as in Catullus, mutuis animis amant amantur (45.20),'° or 
Horace, in animumque reddas (Odes 1.16.28). ab...usque ad has the sense 
of ‘from...to’ or ‘between’ (with usque a late Latin pleonasm, or the 


7 2.5.10: inmoderata. . . inclinatione: see further below. 

* O'Donnell (n. 3) 2.108. 

? Cambronne and other French translators avoid the identification with reason or 
intellect by translating animus as dme (see above with n. 3), but I want to understand 
animus in a still more restricted sense. 

10 There is a resemblance between amare et amari in Augustine and Catullus’ amant 
amantur, but it is probably coincidental: the idiom, especially in asyndeton, 1s traditional 
(see Kroll ad loc.). 
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construction an echo of biblical language),'' but its spatial connotations 
also reinforce the sense of modus as ‘bounds’ and serve to anticipate the 
limes image that follows. Not minds, therefore, but the feelings of those 
involved in loving and being loved, are referred to here. 

Given the proposed meaning of animus, the role of the following 
quatenus clause requires elucidation. It cannot simply refer to the pre- 
ceding phrase as a whole: that yields no satisfactory sense. But it can 
be understood as an explication of modus in particular, and so is best 
read in apposition to modus. I therefore propose the following transla- 
tion: ‘Yet the bounds—there where the bright frontier of friendship 
extends—were not observed in our affections (literally: ‘between heart 
and heart”). For if modus marks the boundary between good love and 
dark desire, that is where the bright frontier also is, the frontier that 
true friendship must not cross. 

But this meaning is not immediately obvious. The sense of our 
part-sentence cannot be determined on its own, in isolation from its 
context. We have already gone backwards and forwards in Augustine’s 
text in order to pin down some of its connotations, and we shall see 
that it is not fully clarified until Confessions 2.5.10, and so is linked to the 
pear-tree episode, understood as a perversion of good amicitia. Trying 
to determine its meaning in isolation is the mistake that Augustine’s 
correspondent Severus of Milevis makes, when he reads the Ames as a 
boundary where love of God and love of neighbour meet, without any 
authority for this reading in Augustine's text. Severus’ error should be 
a warning to later commentators on the passage. The limes sentence is 
an enigmatic introduction to a prolonged reflection over several chapters 
of Book 2, and its purport becomes apparent only gradually. Augustine's 
unfolding of his theme reveals his sophisticated artistry. To the details 
of this thematic development we must now turn. 

The imagery of 2.2.2 evokes Augustine's loss of emotional control. 
There are images of clouds and darkness overwhelming his heart, of 
bubbling (scatebra), seething waters that sweep him over cliffs of desire, 
as in a boat, drowning him in currents of vice.? Or he himself is 


1! See Genesis 6:7 ab homine usque ad animantia; Isaiah 10:18 ab anima usque ad carnem; 
but in these texts in the sense of ‘both...and’, cf. WE. Plater and HJ. White, A Gram- 
mar of the Vulgate (Oxford 1926) 27. 

? Severus of Milevis’s letter to Augustine = Augustine, Epist. 109.2; cf. O'Donnell 
(n. 3) 2.108. 

5 On Augustine's use of poetic language here see J. Finaert, L'évolution littéraire de 
Saint Augustin (Paris 1939) 55—6. Scatebra may suggest the metaphor of a skin eruption: 


FRIENDSHIP AND TRANSGRESSION 215 


seething water, bursting out, boiling over. His teenage moods swing 
between stubborn depression and restless apathy. These vivid images 
reinforce those of the beginning of the book: fracture, dismemberment, 
rampant overgrowth, the putrefaction of beauty (2.1.1). In this context 
our modus/limes text stands out in its relative sobriety. It, too, employs 
images, but they suggest the beginnings of an analysis of Augustine’s 
state. By the introduction of the theme of amicitia, a philosophical note 
is sounded, just as it is in 2.1.1 in the allusion to Augustine's separa- 
tion from God's oneness and into multiplicity. We are at the start of a 
proposed understanding of Augustine’s state, but only at the start. 

In 2.2.3 Augustine reflects further on limits and boundaries (metae), 
this time on the way in which his pleasure-seeking might have been 
controlled by marriage." He again employs a water-image, of waves 
breaking on the shores of matrimony. And with the reference to mar- 
riage comes a first mention in Book 2 of God's law. There is also a 
first allusion here to a theme that will later become central, that of a 
hierarchy of things, when Augustine speculates on how his attraction 
to the transient beauty of the ‘lowest things’ might have been turned 
to his advantage in marriage. 

This reflective section is followed by a return to themes and images of 
2.1.1-2.2, with the metaphor of seething water (efferbut. . . sequens impetum 
fluxus mai, 2.2.4). If God's law was evoked in 2.2.3, now Augustine relates 
his sexual behaviour explicitly to transgression of that law: excesst omnia 
legitima tua... vesania libidinis licenttosae. . . inlicitae autem per leges tuas (2.2.4). 
He never describes in any detail what his behaviour amounted to. In 
2.3.7 his mother Monica is said to have been concerned that he might 
commit adultery with a married woman, and although Augustine says 


O'Donnell (n. 3) 2.110; Clark (n. 3) 118. The imagery of water, sea-storm, and light 
and darkness in the depiction of the passions has a long Latin literary tradition: see 
G. O'Daly, The Poetry of Boethius (London 1991) 107-22. 

^ Augustine's commentators are remarkably uncurious about whether a Roman 
citizen of his time could marry at the age of 15. In principle, any male or female who 
had attained puberty could marry, but marriage of teenage males would have been 
exceptional: see S. Treggiari, Roman Marriage (Oxford 1991) 42-3, 398—403, for the 
evidence from the late Roman republic and the principate. There is no reason to sup- 
pose radical change in the age at which men married in late antiquity: see A. Arjava, 
Women and Law in Late Antiquity (Oxford 1996) 29—32. Paulinus of Pella (cited by Arjava 
31), says that his parents, anxious about his affairs with slave girls, forced him to marry 
at the age of 20 (Eucharisticos 154—86). This would have been towards the end of the 
4th century. But there is no evidence that Christian men generally married younger, 
and there will have been differences due to social status and in local practice. 
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that he did not take her strictures seriously, he leaves us with generalities 
about what he actually did. His contemporaries bragged about their 
sexual exploits, and, not be outdone, he exaggerated his own. Augustine 
the author chooses what details to give, and what to omit: we must read 
what he says, not speculate about behaviour that he does not describe, 
or assume that he may be alluding in some coded way to specific kinds 
of behaviour.” His concern is, not to provide a detailed historical 
narrative, but to probe the psychology of his attitude and that of his 
friends: his disregard for maternal advice, the pressure of his peers. He 
observes, in an aside whose full significance will only become apparent 
later in Book 2, that his bragging associates got as much pleasure from 
the celebrity (laus) that their apparent exploits generated as they did 
from sex itself (2.3.7). This probing of motives behind his own surface 
behaviour and that of others 1s the developing theme of the book. It 
extends to his parents’ motives in their plans for his education. They 
did not want to arrange a marriage for him, for fear it might hamper 
his future career (2.2.4). Both his father (2.3.5) and his mother (2.3.8) 
are implicated in this, and in this way he makes them, no less than his 
friends, part of the culpable social context of his behaviour. For Monica, 
the boundaries of marriage about which Augustine speculates in 2.2.3 
become—in a subtle focalization of her attitude—the suppression and 
confinement of his talent that marriage would entail (pestilentiosum et 
in posterum periculosum. sentiebat cohercere «sc. me? termino comugalis affectus, 
2.3.8). The introduction of the theme of the moral implications of his 
education anticipates the polemic against it in Books 3 and 4, but we 
shall see that it also plays a role in the development of the theme we 
are following in Book 2.'° In the end, his parents let him have his sexual 
will, and Augustine's ends this first half of Book 2 with the images of 
darkness and light with which it opened: in omnibus erat caligo intercludens 
mihi, deus meus, serenitatem veritatis tuae (2.3.8). 


5 [t is therefore pointless to speculate whether Augustine is referring covertly to 
homosexual behaviour in Conf 2-3: on this topic see the well-judged comments of 
O'Donnell (n. 3) 2.109-10 and Clark (n. 3) 118. 

16 Conf. 3.3.6—4.7, 4.1.1—2.3, etc. See further the discussion of the theme in 2.5.10 
below. 
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The second half of Book 2 is dominated by the celebrated pear-tree 
episode." I propose to examine only those parts of it that are relevant 
to my purpose, namely, to elucidate the meaning and function of the 
modus/limes text in 2.2.2 in the book as a whole. Here it is important to 
note the conclusion of 2.4.9, Augustine’s initial analysis of the theft of 
the inferior pears. This rebellious act (defectus)? was primarily a will to 
rebel for its own sake: he sought notoriety (dedecus) as an end in itself. 
And a powerful new image emerges here: his crime is a fall that, by 
implication, images the fall of Satan and the rebel angels (turpis anima et 
dissiliens a firmamento tuo in exterminium, 2.4.9) and the abyss (in imo abyssi, 
ibid.).'° The startling assertion that there was no cause of his wrongdoing 
other than evil itself (ibid.)—also a prelude to the subsequent analysis 
of the pear-theft—is the context for the elaborate argument of 2.5.10, 
the section which, as we will see, is the key to the understanding of our 
theme, and which must be looked at in some detail. 

It is important to identify the unifying theme of 2.5.10, especially as 
several terms there used (species, congruentia, decus, modus, convenientia) have 
a range of possible meanings. Augustine’s focus is on what he calls the 
infima. pulchra or extrema bona, that is to say, the lowest kinds of beauti- 
ful or good things in the hierarchy of pulchra or bona.? He stresses at 
the end of the paragraph that these have their appropriate ‘delights’ 
(delectationes). We should therefore understand the sequence of sentences 
that account for two-thirds of the paragraph as referring, not merely 
to various kinds of lowest goods and beauties, but also to the fact that 
they are delightful, and, in some cases, to the reasons why they attract 


U The literature on the pear-tree episode is vast: see especially P. Courcelle, Opus- 
cula Selecta (Paris 1984) 319-28 (reprint of ‘Le jeune Augustin, second Catilina’, Revue 
des Etudes Antiques 73 (1971) 141-50) on the use of Cicero and Sallust on Catiline in 
Augustine's narrative; Ferrari (n. 1) and id., ‘The Arboreal Polarisation in Augustine’s 
Confessions’, Revue des Etudes Augustiniennes 25 (1979) 35-46; D. Shanzer, ‘Pears before 
Swine: Augustine, Confessions 2.4.9, ibid. 42 (1996) 45-55. 

18 The interpretation of defectus in 2.4.9 as ‘rebellious act’ is influenced by Burton’s 
(n. 3) translation; but defectus also implies the Neoplatonic concept of evil as relative 
corruption of the good or privation of good that Augustine develops in Conf. 7: see 
O'Donnell (n. 3) 2.130, 2.446-53. 

' See Clark (n. 3) 127-8. 

? It is not clear whether Augustine is referring here to the kind of threefold clas- 
sification found in De Libero Arbitrio 2.19.47—19.52, or to a twofold classification (God, 
truth, virtue; lower goods). 


218 GERARD O’DALY 


us, or the mechanism of attraction. Let us examine the sequence step 
by step. (1) Beautiful physical objects (corpora), gold, silver, etc. have an 
‘attractiveness’ (species): to understand species to refer merely to their 
‘beauty’ would be to render Augustine’s first statement in the paragraph 
tautologous. Next (2), in physical contact (the sense of touch) congruentia 
is important. What does congruentia mean here? Augustine is offering an 
explanation of why touching is pleasurable. Chadwick’s translation ‘the 
rapport of the object with the touch’ conveys the right sense, without 
over-interpreting congruentia in the way that, for example, Burton’s ‘har- 
mony of form’ does: Augustine is saying no more than that there is an 
affinity between the sensation of touching and the object of touch.?! 
A similar general statement is made in the next step of the sequence, 
which asserts (3) that each of the remaining senses has its appropriate 
modificatio corporum. Clark suggests that modificatio means ‘modality’, and 
understands this to be ‘a way of being which is suited to the various 
senses’. This is on the right track. But as with (2), we need to under- 
stand the statement as an attempt to identify what makes the activities 
of the remaining senses pleasurable. Gibb and Montgomery grasped 
this point: their version ‘there is some characteristic of material objects 
which appeals to each of the other senses in particular’ conveys the 
sense well, and their explanation that Augustine is referring to such 
characteristics as beauty or form, in the case of sight, sweetness in 
the case of taste, and so on, is persuasive.” But, as in (2), Augustine 
confines himself to general terms. Now modificatio occurs rarely in Latin 
literature, and its range of meaning is the (implicitly pleasing) ordering, 
regulation, and rhythm of verse and literary style.” It is an appropri- 
ate term from the area of rhetoric for the trained rhetor Augustine to 
use, and it 1s one of a number of literary-aesthetic terms employed in 
this paragraph, even if their primary sense here is psychological rather 
than rhetorical.?* We should not forget the notion of pleasing order in 
interpreting modificatio here. Perhaps we should translate the phrase as 
follows: ‘for each of the other senses there is some appropriate physical 
modulation’, i.e. something physical which makes taste and sight and 


21 
22 


Chadwick and Burton; see n. 3. 
Clark, and Gibb and Montgomery: see n. 3. 

?* Seneca, Epist. 88.3 (and Summers ad loc.); Aulus Gellius 10.3.15. 

** Augustine’ early De Pulchro et Apto (not extant) may have influenced the choice of 
aesthetic-literary terminology here, determining Augustine’s later practice: see further 
Clark (n. 3) 128; O’Donnell (n. 3) 2.131. 
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hearing pleasurable. Augustine is not going as far as actually naming 
sweetness, beautiful form, or harmony of sounds. 

Commentators have pointed out that in 2.5.10, as elsewhere, Augus- 
tine is influenced by the classification system of three categories of 
sin derived from 1 John 2:16.” But, even if the classification system is 
implied here, Augustine is not listing sins in 2.5.10. Another, perhaps 
more important influence is that of the sequence of levels or degrees 
of eros and kalon of Plato’s Symposium. Augustine’s use of pulchrum here 
reflects the range of meaning of kalon (aesthetic, ethical, intellectual) in 
Plato and Plotinus” In (4), Augustine proceeds to temporal honour, the 
power to command and dominate, and their decus. In keeping with 
the argument that we have identified, decus here must mean ‘appeal’, 
rather than ‘order’ or ‘glory’. Augustine does not offer an explanation 
here for the appeal of distinction or power, but he adds that power is 
the origin or cause of vindictae aviditas. The sense of vindicta is unclear. 
If 1t is to be included in the catalogue of lowest goods, then it must 
have the meaning ‘liberty’ here, as Burton has realized. For ‘vengeance’, 
the other possible meaning, cannot be a good. But if Augustine intends 
to stress here the aspect of source or origin, then he could be saying 
that vengeance is a sinful consequence—a misuse—of the power to 
command and dominate. He uses vindicta in the sense of ‘vengeance’ 
in 2.6.13. But either meaning is possible in 2.5.10, and our argument 
is not thereby affected. In (5), Augustine (taking up themes that we have 
identified in the earlier part of the book) says that when we strive after 
the foregoing, we should not depart from God, or deviate from his law. 
This confirms that he has been talking about objects of various kinds 
of desire in the preceding section of the paragraph. Then follows (6), 
a generalizing statement to the effect that the attractiveness (inlecebra) of 
this life is due to a certain modus decoris sui and convenientia with all these 
lowest goods. In modus and convenientia there is the nexus of concepts 


? ] John 2:16 refers (in a Latin version known to Augustine: see Conf. 10.30.41) 
to concupiscentia carnis, concupiscentia oculorum, and ambitio saeculi (desiderium rather than 
concupiscentia in his tractates on 1 John: see Zn Epistulam lohannis ad Parthos 2.2.1—12). 
See O'Donnell (n. 3) 2.131, who also, following O. Du Roy, identifies an allusion to 
the Christian Trinity here; Clark (n. 3) 128. 

2 See Plato, Symposium 210a—212c; Plotinus 1.6 (the opening of 1.6 echoes the Sym- 
posium passage's ascent from sense-perception to ‘higher’ degrees of beauty). But the 
influence of Plato and Plotinus is less pervasive in 2.5.10 than in Conf 7, on which see 
P. Courcelle, Recherches sur les Confessions de Saint Augustin, 2nd edn. (Paris 1968) 157-67. 

" Contrast 2.6.13, where ambitio (cf. n. 21) seeks honores and gloria in its—here—vicious 
imitation of divine honour and glory. 
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of the measured and appropriate, of congruence, harmony, and sym- 
metry. Augustine is projecting back into steps (1)-(4) of the sequence 
what was there implicit, the psychological perspective expressed, now, 
in terms that relate it explicitly to aesthetics and to ethics (terms that, 
again, could figure in a literary-rhetorical context). 

Let us digress for a moment, and recall the importance, earlier in the 
book (2.2.4—3.8), of the theme of Augustine’ education and his parents’ 
ambitions for him. ‘There, Augustine says that his parents wanted him 
to be disertus, cultivated, but that instead he had become desertus a cultura 
tua, uncultured, separated from God's tendance (2.3.5)? The futility 
of rhetorical education is a recurring theme in the Confessions. But the 
language of rhetoric, in its account of literary and oratorical effects, 
is also the language of aesthetics, and aesthetics is, for the Platonist 
Augustine, inseparable from ethics. In his use of rhetorical-aesthetic 
terms in the psychological and ethical context of 2.5.10, Augustine is 
effecting the transposition and sublimation of the terminology of his 
education into the more valuable activity of moral analysis. 

To return to our reading of 2.5.10: in the next stage of the sequence 
(7), friendship is included in the list of pleasurable things, and in 
language that, despite the often negative connotation of nodus in the 
Confessions,” seems to emphasize its goodness: ‘human friendship too 
is sweet through the bond of affection (caro nodo), on account of the 
unity of many hearts’. A standard description of friendship is given, 
and ‘caro... animis. stresses the emotional dimension. This sentence links 
to the friends who perpetrated the pear-tree theft, but also to the com- 
panions who were Augustine’s fellow-adventurers in matters sexual. In 
the next stage (8) sin is said to occur when our inclination towards the 
lowest goods is inmoderata—lacking modus, that is, limit or bounds. We 
are back with the unobserved bounds of our text in 2.2.2. But what was 
there asserted has now been integrated into a closely argued sequence 
of our psychological and moral dealings with our natures and the world 
we inhabit. Then follows (9), the corollary of (8): excessive inclination 
towards the lowest goods entails neglect of the better and highest goods, 


8 Compare the word-play disertus/desertus—a favourite device of Augustine’s—with 
luminosus/limosa in 2.2.2, and a similar use of assonant antithesis in distentus/extentus at 
11.29.39. 

? Clark (n. 3) 128 comments on the generally negative sense of nodus in Conf. But 
the term need be no less ambiguous than vinculum, used by Augustine in Conf. in posi- 
tive and negative senses: compare, within the same context, vinculo fidei (9.13.36) and 
consuetudinis vinculum (9.12.32). 


FRIENDSHIP AND TRANSGRESSION 221 


that is, God and his truth and law, the law ‘written in human hearts’ 
of 2.4.9. Again, terms and phrases of the earlier parts of the book are 
repeated, but now carry the full potential of their meaning in this key 
section. The final part of the paragraph (10) summarizes the foregoing, 
asserting again the delights to be experienced in the lowest goods, but 
contrasting them with God, in whom the just delight, and who is the 
joy (deliciae) of the upright in heart.” 

The subsequent analysis of the pear-theft shows that it cannot be 
classed among the pulchra in which one might understandably, if mis- 
takenly, delight: the sub-standard pears are pulchra only because they are 
created by God (2.6.12). The categories of 2.5.10, in other words, seem 
initially to be of no help in the understanding of the pear-theft, except 
in a negative sense, by excluding one explanation of that wrongdoing. 
The full details of Augustine’s further investigation of the pear-theft 
need not concern us here.*’ But it should be noted that the suggestion 
that he found pleasure in the theft precisely because it was forbidden 
(2.6.14) recalls the thesis of 2.4.9, referred to above, that he rebelled 
for the sake of rebellion. Likewise, the theme of the perverse imitation 
of God in 2.6.14—given elsewhere by Augustine as an explanation of 
the rebellion of Satan and the fall of Adam?—echoes the motif of 
the angelic rebellion in 2.4.9. As with the modus/limes text, Augustine 
introduces a motif, explores its implications and thus elucidates it, before 
reinforcing it in subtle repetition.? 

In 2.8.16 Augustine adds an important element to his analysis of 
the pear-theft. The pleasure that the theft gave him, he suggests, was 
due to the company (consortium) of his fellow thieves.** It was a case of 
inimica amicitia, seductio menlis investigabilis (2.9.17). The oxymoron? ‘hate- 
ful friendship’, expressing the paradox of something ‘incomprehensible’ 
(investigabilis), adds the essential social component to the account of the 
theft, even if it does not fully explain it: delicta quis intellegit? (ibid.). We 


3 The influence of the erotic meaning of deliciae in Roman poetry is not entirely 


absent in Augustine’s choice of language here. 

3! For discussions see, apart from O’Donnell and Clark (n. 3), the studies referred 
to in n. 17. 

?? See, for example, De Vera Religione 45.84; De Libero Arbitrio 3.25.76; Conf 10.36.59. 

33 In similar fashion, the end of Book 2 echoes its beginning; cf. O'Donnell (n. 3) 
2.144. 

3t Cf. 2.9.17: ego illud solus non facerem. 

3 Oxymoron is much used in Conf. 2, as Finaert (n. 13) 104—5 points out. 
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recall that at 2.3.7 Augustine had noted the power of peer pressure in 
his sexual exploits and those of his friends. Another link is thus made 
between the two sections of the book. The pear-theft account does 
not fully elucidate Augustine’s sexual transgressions, any more than 
the analysis of the latter provides a full explanation of the pear-theft. 
But the two accounts complement each other. More importantly, the 
range of reference of amicitia is extended, and becomes itself a crucial 
factor in the interpretation. Modus and limes, limits and their transgres- 
sion, are revealed in the most subtle manner as the themes of Book 2 
of the Confessions. 


Il 


This investigation began with the puzzling words of Confessions 2.2.2: 
sed non tenebatur modus ab animo usque ad animum, quatenus est luminosus limes 
amicitiae. The attempt to understand these words involved looking at the 
images and argument of the whole of Book 2 of the Confessions, and 
their full meaning was revealed only in the closing paragraphs of the 
book. Modus and limes suggest moral boundaries, and these are imme- 
diately revealed in the contrast between love (dilectio) and desire (libido). 
The theme is taken up in the boundaries (metae, terminus) of marriage 
in 2.2.3 and 2.3.8, and in the modus, convenientia, and inclinatio inmoderata 
of 2.5.10. The theme of boundaries and limits 1s also present in the 
allusions to the divine law (2.2.4, 2.4.9, 2.5.10). Luminosus 1s the first of 
a number of images of light and dark in Book 2, to be followed and 
developed by the reference to the brightness of love (2.2.2), and of God's 
truth (2.3.8), and the imagery of the Satanic fall from the firmament 
into the abyss (2.4.9). It was suggested that animus here means ‘feeling’ 
or ‘passion’, and this sense is corroborated by the vivid imagery (sea- 
storm, darkness) that evokes adolescent desire and emotional turbulence. 
The theme of attraction was seen to be the theme of 2.5.10, and an 
interpretation of this chapter was offered that makes its concentration 
on that theme stricter than in other studies. Finally, amicitia 1s a linking 
theme throughout the book: the use and misuse of human relationships 
extends from the sexual adventures, real and imagined, of Augustine 
and his companions, through the ambitions of Augustine's parents, to 
the intrinsically social ‘crime’ of the pear-tree theft. And underlying this 
theme is that of the right relationship to God and the created world. 
Each instance of these various motifs and images enriches their meaning. 
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Language is the means of exploring these themes, and language itself 
becomes the focus of Augustine’s attention in the key passage 2.5.10, 
where the terms of rhetoric and aesthetics—representing the scope of 
Augustine’s disparaged education—become those of psychological and 
moral understanding 
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AUGUSTINE AND THE PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS 
OF SINCERITY 


Suzanne Stern-Gillet 
(University of Bolton) 


In 1958, the distinguished American literary critic Lionel Trilling pub- 
lished a book entitled Sincerity and Authenticity. The volume was slim, yet 
it opened with an ambitious claim: 


I propose that at a certain point in its history the moral life of Europe 
added to itself a new element, the state or quality of the self which we 
call sincerity. (p. 2, my italics) 


In the first chapter of this book Trilling applied himself to the task of 
tracing ‘the origin and rise’ of this ‘new element’ and appears soon to 
have found an answer that fully satisfied him. Sincerity, he writes, came 
into being in ‘the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries’. Why 
then? At that time, so he tells us, ‘something like a mutation in human 
nature took place.’ (pp. 18-19, my italics) What could such a mutation 
have been, which had so far gone generally unnoticed? It was nothing 
less than the transformation of ‘men’ into ‘human beings’. As for the 
cause of such a mutation, Trilling advises, we need look no further 
than ‘the dissolution of the feudal order and the diminished authority 
of the Church’. Indeed, it was consequent upon these trends, so he 
claims, that ‘the idea of society...came into being.’ (p. 20) Society, as 
then newly conceived, made possible the development of individualism. 
The Reformation ensued. 

From such a simple, not to say simplistic, psycho-historical scheme, 
Trilling draws an explanation of the rise of confessional discourse and 
the consequent emergence of sincerity as a moral virtue. Once Calvinist 
divines, he writes, had ‘liberated themselves from the sanctions of the 
corporate Church’ (p. 21), it became clear that ‘their moral and intel- 
lectual authority’ could only be derived from their relation to the divine 
Word.’ This, he adds, was the point at which ‘plain speaking’ became 
‘the order of the day’ (p. 22) and autobiography as a literary genre was 
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born. Such being the drift of ‘Trilling’s historical narrative, it is hardly 
surprising that he should think of autobiography as a predominantly 
‘Protestant’ genre (p. 23). Admittedly, he is not unaware of the existence 
of examples of autobiography earlier than the sixteenth century, but 
he dismisses these as ‘sparse records of the events of religious experi- 
ence’ (ibid.). Indeed, he muses, how could these pre-Renaissance efforts 
have been anything other than rudimentary, since men had not yet 
turned into individuals and since no author of confessional writings, 
therefore, could have supposed that ‘he might be an object of interest 
to his fellow men’ (p. 24). 

But if I am not guilty of selective quotation—and I am not—then 
the question arises: how can Trilling possibly write as he does seemingly 
without taking any account of the existence of Augustine’s Confessions? 
One obvious temptation must, I suppose, be thrust aside: namely, to 
suggest that Trilling writes as he does because he had not actually read 
the Confessions. But if, on grounds of charity, one excludes this extreme 
possibility and suggests instead that he may not, understandably enough, 
have considered that the Confessions meet the criteria of autobiography 
as a literary genre, one is faced with the difficult task of deciding which 
of the several criteria for the rise of sincerity Augustine’s Confessions 
have failed to meet. Can we possibly suppose Trilling to imply that 
Augustine’s Confessions are to be included in those ‘sparse record of the 
events of religious experience’ which pre-date the sixteenth century? 
No one even superficially acquainted with the Confessions could possibly 
come to such a conclusion. Are we then to assume that, in Trilling’s 
view, Augustine wrote as he did without supposing that what he had 
to say about himself ‘might be an object of interest to his fellow men’? 
Since Augustine, throughout the Confessions, addresses himself directly 
to God, yes, one might possibly attempt to argue that he was only 
indirectly concerned with the interest that his words might have for his 
fellow human beings. But nowhere in his book does Trilling argue for 
such a thesis, nor do I think that it could seriously be maintained. No, 
the conclusion has to be that Trilling’s whole account of the rise of 
sincerity is vitiated by his failure to recognize Augustine’s masterpiece 
for what it is, his failure to take the measure of Augustine’s extraordi- 
nary innovation. 

Contra ‘Trilling, I shall argue in this paper, the moral ideal of sincerity 
long pre-dates the sixteenth century. Contra Trilling, I shall here make 
bold to claim, the works of Augustine bear witness to the emergence, 
in the late antique age, of sincerity as a moral virtue. If I had a taste 


AUGUSTINE AND THE PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS 227 


for large and portentous claims, I might even say that it was Augustine 
who invented the virtue of sincerity. 

Before attempting to substantiate this contention, however, a working 
notion of sincerity is needed as well as some backing for the historical 
claim that its emergence as a virtue postdates the formulation of clas- 
sical virtue theories. In section II below, I engage in some preparatory 
spadework, conceptual and historical, before turning to Augustine’s 
writings in sections III to VII. 


II 


Sincerity is a complex notion. Its everyday use is loose and untidy. To 
draw a detailed and accurate map of the conceptual territory that it 
covers would be a more protracted task than the present framework 
allows. The remarks that follow, therefore, are meant at providing no 
more than a sketch of the mental dispositions that sincerity is taken 
to characterize. 

Sincerity 1s a quality of the self—so much Trilling got right. It desig- 
nates a relationship of congruence or harmony between different parts, 
aspects or manifestations of the self. These include not only thoughts, 
feelings and emotions but also the awareness—or lack of it—that the 
subject has of them, as well as the manner in which he expresses—or 
fails to express—them. To gain an idea of the possibilities involved, 
consider the following example. Your latest book has received rave 
reviews. As your friend, I do feel pleasure. But is my pleasure heartfelt? 
And when I congratulate you on your success, are my congratulations 
genuine? The question arises because, as I read your reviews, I find 
myself dwelling on the weakness of some of the arguments that you 
present in that book. I reflect on the dullness of your prose style. I recall 
factual errors in your footnotes, and so on. What’s more, all the while, I 
remember with renewed bitterness the lukewarm reviews that my own 
book has attracted. Clearly, my congratulatory self is two-faced; my 
pleasure at your success is tinged with envy and resentment. It is not 
‘true’ pleasure. I am not whole-hearted or, as Stuart Hampshire would 
put it, single-minded in the matter.' Such double-mindedness cannot 
but cast doubt on my sincerity and the ‘genuineness’ of my pleasure. 


' Hampshire S. (1972: 232-256). 
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If I am sufficiently self-reflective and lucid in the matter, I may become 
aware of the fraudulent nature of my current feelings. I may—but I 
need not. Self-deception may intervene, anesthetize my resentment, and 
leave me conveniently unaware of my disingenuousness. 

To be sincere is both to tell the truth and to be true, for the two 
meanings of ‘true’ come together in sincerity? Commonly and roughly, 
truth is a property of those linguistic utterances—or, in Augustine's 
terminology in the De magistro, signs—which correspond to some non- 
linguistic state of affairs. “Linguistic utterances’, in this context, can be 
construed widely and extended also to include non-linguistic modes of 
communication such as facial expressions, laughter, and tears as well as 
the silent self-narrative that each of us elaborates in the privacy of his 
own consciousness. In this sense of ‘truth’, sincerity is the commend- 
able disposition to match what we express to what we feel. It is related 
to candour and can be contrasted with mendacity, deceitfulness and 
hypocrisy. In this first sense, ‘true’ is a relational property. 

Less common but equally colloquial is the use of ‘true’ to designate 
the unalloyed nature or purity of a substance. It is in this sense that we 
speak of ‘pure olive oil’ (i.e. unmixed with other oils), ‘pure bicarbon- 
ate of soda’ (i.e. unmixed with cream of tartar) or, by extension, ‘pure 
joy’ (i.e. unmixed with other emotions). When it is applied to mental 
states, sincerity in this sense designates the commendable quality of 
one who is undivided in his feelings, or is of one mind with himself. 
Sincerity, in this sense, is related to integrity and can be contrasted with 
self-deception and bad faith. In this second sense, ‘true’ is a qualitative 
property. 

Sincerity, in both senses of the word, is the species of truth that 
pertains to the self. The extent of my sincerity coincides with the limits 
of my own self. ‘No man’, as Augustine said, ‘can look into another’s 
heart"? Just as I cannot confess your sins for you, I cannot look into 
your heart, feel your feelings, or think your thoughts. I cannot, therefore, 
sincerely express them in your stead. 

The two senses of ‘sincere’ and ‘true’ are combined in the above 
example. The congratulations that I extend to you and the broad smile 


? The double meaning of ‘true’ in relation to its etymology is described in O'Donnell 
(1992, vol. I: VII n. 3). 

3 De sermone Domini in monte, 11,25,82: non... potest cor alterius intueri. See also Contra 
Mendacium, II.4: in hominis mente de qua latente, non potest judicare (‘one cannot judge of 
what is hidden in the human mind’, my transl.). 


AUGUSTINE AND THE PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS 229 


that accompanies them are insincere in the first sense of the term since 
they do not correspond to what I think and feel. They are straightfor- 
ward lies. But they are also likely to be insincere in the other sense of 
the word. At least they would be so if I thought that my pleasure at 
your good reviews was authentic and entire. My insincerity would then 
stem not so much from the split between what I feel and what I say, 
but rather from the conflict between my own emotions. On the one 
hand I share in your happiness—or at least I want to or think that I 
do—yet, on the other hand, I am sour, rancorous, and envious. What 
I want to be is discordant with what I truly am. Or, in Kierkegaard’s 
more elegant expression, my heart is not pure; it does not will one thing 
only.* Of this ambivalence, I may, but need not, be aware. I may not 
care to examine myself too closely or I may be in plain bad faith. 
Sincerity is a dependent virtue? In this respect it is unlike first-order 
virtues, such as courage and generosity, which arise in direct response 
to the contingencies of daily life, as they impinge upon the agent’s 
consciousness. Rather than a direct response to outside circumstances, 
sincerity is a quality of an individual’s response to such circumstances. 
Upon this response, it confers a seal of warranty certifying its genuine- 
ness or purity.° Sincerity, therefore, often functions as an instrument of 
appraisal. But it is an instrument of appraisal of a highly specific kind 
since it can apply only to what is morally fine or, at least, sound. ‘This 
conceptual point is crucial. In the same way as it is inappropriate to 
describe someone as a conscientious grifter or a diligent bank robber, 
it is conceptually improper to depict a person as sincerely envious or to 
say of a threat that it was uttered sincerely. Only what is good can be 
sincere, such as gratitude, repentance or, in Augustine’s favorite example, 
love. This is so even when sincerity is invoked as a mitigating factor, to 
account for the activities of the deluded crank or to mitigate the blame 
that we would otherwise wish to extend to the fanatical terrorist. The 


^ Kierkegaard S. (1938), transl. D.V. Steere. According to A.D.M. Walker (1978: 492), 
to whom the present section of this paper is indebted, this sense of sincerity is focal: 
*...at the kernel of the notion of sincerity lies the idea of purity, applied metaphori- 
cally to a man’s state of mind and its "contents"... our various uses of “sincere” and 
"sincerity" are related to each other in ways which mirror the connections between 
“pure”, “free from impurities” etc.’ See also Walker (1977: 91). 

? The phrase ‘dependent virtues’ was coined by Michael Slote (1983: 61 sqq.) to 
designate those virtues which ‘only count as such when they are attended by certain 
other virtues’. 

° To my knowledge Walker (1978) is the first writer on the subject of sincerity to 
have stressed this point. 


230 SUZANNE STERN-GILLET 


fact that sincerity, in such cases, is perceived as a redeeming feature 
shows indirectly that its range of application cannot stray much beyond 
what is morally acceptable. 


Il 


Sincerity is virtually absent from classical catalogues of the virtues. 
Take Plato’s dialogues first, in which the ethical status of truth-telling 
is notoriously ambiguous. In the early Hippias Minor Socrates is made 
to argue that it is morally better (cf. àetvov yoy, 376 A sqq.) to be 
duplicitous than truthful. He justifies this curious thesis by appeal to the 
craft model of virtue: while the truthful person is confined by the truth, 
his duplicitous counterpart, who can choose whether to tell the truth 
or to dissemble, has more power, hence greater wisdom. In the Republic, 
the same Socrates tells Adeimantus that no one should ever be told lies 
(yevde0801) about ‘the things that are’ (nepi tà övta, 382 B 2) and that 
the practice of lying, if it were to become widespread, would destroy 
the city (389 D). This does not prevent him from later defending the 
thesis that rulers may lie to their fellow citizens when to do so would 
benefit the city as a whole (414 C415 C). 

Aristotle, to whom we owe the first and still the best systematic clas- 
sification of the virtues, appears to have found no need to include in it 
a general virtue of veracity. In the midst of dealing with the cardinal 
virtues of courage, temperance, Justice and wisdom, the father of virtue 
theory briefly considers a number of minor virtues which, as he points 
out, have no names (ävovopot, ME. 1107b30) but can be said generally 
to pertain to social life (tò ovGflv, ibid., 1127a18). Truthfulness, viz. 
the quality of those who habitually tell the truth (&Anĝevóvton, ibid., 
1127219), is such a virtue. In so far as it eases social life, truthfulness, 
in the Nicomachean Ethics, is presented as a rather superficial disposition 
of character, such as would be possessed by the Athenian ancestor of 
that old-fashioned British character, the ‘clubbable’ man. Aristotle’s 
truthful man keeps to the mean, which suggests that he knows better 
than to tell the truth scrupulously and on all occasions. His capacities 
of discernment enable him to do so at the right time to the right per- 
son and in the right manner. Thus he is neither boastful nor unduly 
self-deprecating. As Aristotle specifies, ‘he inclines to tell less, rather 
than more, than the truth. This appears to be in better taste, since 
exaggerations are burdensome’ (ibid., 1127b7—9, my transl). Such an 
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attitude to truth in social contexts is also characteristic of Aristotle’s 
paragon of virtue, the great-souled man: this man, who has a just 
measure of himself, habitually tells the truth *...except when he is 
resorting to “irony” (6v’ eipovetav) in his dealings with the common 
sort of people.’ (ibid., 1124b30-31, my transl.) ‘Resorting to irony’, 
which in this context means dissembling, is clearly not a practice that 
Aristotle regarded as morally wrong per se. 

Aristotle’s views on eipoveto and veracity seem to have corresponded 
fairly closely to those held by his near, and not so near, contemporaries. 
For Aristophanes, for instance, eipoveto is straightforward lying.’ Plato, 
as we know, repeatedly ascribes eipwveta to Socrates and, so it seems, 
salutes him for this quality. Yet he also uses the term to castigate the 
Sophists.? Theophrastus, too, considers eipoveto to be a profoundly 
ambiguous concept, as is evident from his thumbnail sketch of the dis- 
sembling man in the Characters. ‘Dissembling (eipoveto)', he there writes, 
‘would seem to be false denigration of one’s actions and words’.’ But this 
preliminary definition is undercut by the examples that Theophrastus 
proceeds to offer of this disposition of character. Since these examples 
include praising openly someone whom one has maligned in secret as 
well as denying what one is actually doing at the very moment that one 
is doing it, it appears that Theophrastus includes under ‘dissembling’ 
not only urbane self-deprecation but also unadorned mendacity and 
plain hypocrisy. His concluding warning to avoid dissemblers more than 
vipers comes, therefore, as no surprise. What, by contrast, is intriguing 
is the reason that he gives in support of this warning, viz. that dissem- 
bling natures (On) are not ‘simple’ (ui) &nAG). Clearly, in this context, 
&nÀo0c means simple or straightforward, as opposed to duplicitous. 
The fact that at a later date, as proven by a number of inscriptions, 
&nÀo0c could also be predicated of pure metals, as opposed to alloys,'® 


7 As mentioned by J. Rusten and I.C. Cunningham in their edition of Theophrastus. 
They give as references Clouds 499, Wasps 174, and Birds 1211. 

* See, e.g., Sophist 268 B-C. If we take Thrasymachus in Plato’s Republic to be 
representative of the Sophists as a group, the Sophists seem to have returned the 
compliment. In 337 A 4—5 at any rate Thrasymachus castigates Socrates for his *usual 
irony’ (ñ eiœðvia eipoveta). 

> Characters, 1.1, transl. J. Rusten and I.C. Cunningham (1993). 

10 See Liddell, Scott and Jones, s.v. IILc who refer to inscriptions from the 4th 
century A.D., i.e. roughly contemporary with Augustine. It is interesting that this 
sense of &nàoðç may be attested as early as Plato's Phaedrus. In 250 C 2—4, Socrates 
describes the vision enjoyed by discarnate souls as: 6AGKAnpa 68 kai GTAG Kal ó&xpepfi 
xoi evdaipova péouata pvovuevoi te Kai émontedovtes év adyh KaBap&. Hackforth 
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is interesting and may prove relevant to the analysis of Augustine’s 
later use of sincerus and mundus. For the moment, let me just conclude 
that in classical Athens, dissembling could be considered laudable or 
blameworthy, depending on the circumstances. 

Before concluding this whistle-stop tour of salient attitudes to truth- 
telling in the pagan ancient world, it is worth mentioning that, if Ploti- 
nus held views on the matter, he kept them to himself. Nowhere in the 
Enneads is the subject broached, not even where one might have expected 
to find some mention of it, i.e. in the tractate on the virtues (1.2 [19]). 
Whatever sources Augustine may have drawn upon for his teachings 
on lying, therefore, it could not have been the Plotinian corpus. 


IV 


In contrast with ancient authors of the Classical period, Augustine 
adopted an uncompromising attitude to truth-telling In all circum- 
stances, he consistently taught, lying is a sin, although he allowed that, 
as a sin, it admits of degrees. In the De Mendacio (ca. 395), he carefully 
distinguishes lying from all other species of false and deceitful speech 
and posits that: ‘It is by the intention of the mind, not by the truth or 
falsity of the things themselves, that we must judge whether someone is 
lying or not lying.’ (III.3, my translation).'' The fact that this definition 
now strikes us as obvious is a measure of its lasting influence upon sub- 
sequent thinking on the issue. Augustine, however, was not content just 
to define lying. He wanted to expose it in all its ugliness, as he thought 
of it. To that effect, he categorized and attacked the main arguments 
ever put forward in favour of certain kinds of lies. As a result, the De 
Mendacio consists in a thorough exploration of the casuistry of mendac- 
ity. Not even lies uttered in furtherance of an indisputably good moral 
or religious cause escaped Augustine’s censure. To do evil in order that 
good may ensue can never be justified, he said again and again. 

The same inflexible anti-consequentialism characterizes the Contra 
Mendacium ad Consentium, written over twenty years later (422) and much 
narrower in scope and focus. The occasion for the treatise was a sugges- 


(1952) translates: ‘whole and unblemished likewise, free from all alloy, steadfast and 
blissful were the spectacles on which we gazed in the moment of final revelation’. 

" “Ex animi enim sui sententia, non ex rerum ipsarum veritate vel falsitate mentiens 
aut non mentiens judicandus est.’ 
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tion that Augustine had received from a certain Consentius. Consentius, 
a Spanish bishop, was troubled by the growing number of Priscillianists 
in his province. At the time, some followers of Priscillianus, it seems, 
were masquerading as Catholics in order to be left undisturbed in the 
practice of their religion, which had already been pronounced heretical 
by three Councils." Fearful of the deleterious effects that the presence 
of Priscillianists in his flock might have, Consentius wrote to Augustine 
with the suggestion that some trusted Catholics be persuaded, in their 
turn, to infiltrate the ranks of Priscillianists with a view to convert 
them to the true religion. As Consentius might have predicted, this 
suggestion elicited a blast from the Bishop of Hippo. Not only would 
Consentius’ strategy be likely to prove ineffectual in converting those at 
whom the proposed lies were directed, so Augustine replied, but it would 
also be liable gravely to corrupt the liars themselves (III.6). While the 
pseudo-Catholic Priscillianists do utter the truth, they do so in order to 
deceive (V.9). By contrast, Consentius’ proposed fifth columnists would 
be guilty of a double lie: denying their own faith, they would also be 
disseminating religious falsehoods, albeit temporarily and in pursuit 
of a laudable goal. Lies should be exposed as such, Augustine argued, 
not countered by further lies, even if these are accompanied by an 
act of mental reservation (VI.14). As for the view that a lie might be 
permissible if later compensated by some good, Augustine continued 
to have none of it; a lie, he said, is no less sinful for being inspired by 
the hope of bringing about a beneficial effect. 

While the topic of insincerity is not, as such, broached in the Contra 
Mendacium, there can be no doubt that it is covered by the comprehensive 
condemnation of lying contained in that treatise: “Those who declare 
thinking that which they do not think or deny thinking that which they 
do think, lie’, Augustine writes, before adding that those who do so in 
religious matters risk eternal damnation (III.5). In the earlier and more 
philosophical De Mendacio, the evil said to be attendant upon all forms 
of mendacity had been more subtly characterized. Lying, Augustine 
had then warned, corrupts the soul.? As can be seen, if Augustine 
denounced consequentialist justifications of lying, he was not above 


? The Councils in question were those of Saragossa (380), Bordeaux (384) and 
Toledo (400). On this tangled issue, see G. Combés' notes on the Contra Mendacium (1948: 
630—635). Priscillianism was a syncretist heresy that included elements of Christianity, 
Gnosticism and Manicheanism. 

5. De Mendacio, VIL.10 (corrumpere) and XII.18-19 (obesse). 
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borrowing consequentialist tools to promote veracity. But so grave, in 
his view, are the ills caused by lying that he may have decided to resort 
to any means at his disposal to discourage us from the practice. For 
lying, as he thought, not only deceives others but also obfuscates our 
own rational and spiritual principle. ‘This latter view, I contend, accounts 
for the central place that sincerity occupies in his philosophy. 


v 


To justify this claim, I turn in the first place to philology. Philology, in 
this instance, will not take us very far, but it will take us somewhere. 
Since sincerity does not figure in the classical catalogue of the virtues, 
it comes as no surprise to note that ‘sincere’ and ‘sincerity’ in the 
sense that they have in modern English deviate semantically from their 
Latin etymology. Sincerus, at the classical period and after, meant whole, 
simple, pure, and true in the sense of genuine, accurate or unmixed. 
In this last sense, it can be said to match the Greek &rAo0g to mean 
simple, as used by Theophrastus in the Characters, as well as ‘unalloyed’, 
as used to describe materials. As for sinceritas, it was used to refer to 
physical wholeness, purity or moral integrity. In classical Latin and later, 
therefore, sincerus and sinceritas refer to the quality possessed by what is 
unmixed or pure. Although the terms may carry ethical connotations 
they do not as a rule denote the moral quality of veracity."* 
Augustine is not a heavy user of either term. To sincerus he prefers 
simplex or mundus which in classical Latin mean simple, clean, or elegant. 
Occasionally, he uses mundicordis, a rare and post-classical adjective, 


14 See The Oxford Latin Dictionary, ed. P.G.W. Glare; C. T. Lewis and C. Short, A Latin 
Dictionary, and E. Gafhot, Dictionnaire Illustré Latin-Frangais. For the meaning of sincerus 
as simple and pure, see Tacitus’ exhortation to his fellow countrymen to be a sincerus 
et integer... populus (‘a pure and untainted race’) (Historiae, 4.64, transl. C.D. Fisher). For 
sincerus in the sense of genuine, see Aulus Gellius’ description of books sold as bonae 
atque sincerae vetustatis libri (‘books good and genuinely old’, Attic Nights, V.4.1, my transl.). 
For sincerus in the sense of accurate, see Cicero’s description of Thucydides as a rerum 
gestarum pronunciator sincerus (‘a faithful recorder of the past’, Brutus, 83.287, transl. G.L. 
Hendrikson and H.M. Hubbell). 

'S Pace Walker (1978: 492), who writes: “Very roughly, Augustine there [De sermone 
domini in monte] sees sinceritas as a matter of purity of heart (munditia cordis, which in 
turn he interprets as requiring that a man should harbor no evil desires’. As the fol- 
lowing sections will show, the matter is considerably more complex than Walker sug- 
gests. For a complete list of the occurrences of these and related terms in Augustine, 
see Tombeur (2002). 
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which the venerable Du Cange translates in its later mediaeval sense 
as unica voce.! To sinceritas, Augustine prefers munditia or mundatio both 
of which he uses in their classical sense of cleanliness or elegance of 
either appearance or language. Presumably in order to notify his readers 
that he uses these words to refer to the private, as opposed to the public 
self, he mostly specifies them by cordis. In Augustine’s usage, therefore, 
munditia, like mundato cordis, denotes purity of heart. 

These notions figure prominently in his De sermone Domini in monte 
(Commentary on the Lord’s Sermon on the Mount), written in 393-94, some 
three years before the Confessions." The relevant scriptural lines are 
Matthew 5.6 (‘Blessed are the pure of heart for they shall see God’) 
and 6.16 (‘...when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites; 
for they disfigure the face in order to appear to men as fasting etc.’). 
Taking hypocrisy, as characterized by the Apostle, to be the paradigm 
of impurity of heart, Augustine puts a semi-philosophical and mildly 
Aristotelian gloss on the eighth beatitude: 


A cleansing of the heart 1s, as it were, a cleansing of that eye by which 
God is seen, and the care for keeping it single ought to be great in pro- 
portion to the dignity of the reality that can be perceived by such an eye. 
(IL1,1, transl. slightly modified)? 


Although Augustine’s reasoning is, in this instance, unhelpfully com- 
pressed, its steps are easily identifiable: (1) An excessive concern for 
temporal goods spreads grime into the heart; (2) The hypocrite’s 
lamentable intention of winning men’s praise dominates his otherwise 
commendable intention of obeying God's law; (3) The co-presence in 
the hypocrite’s mind of two morally discrepant intentions causes divi- 
sion in his soul; (4) Any cleansing of the heart is to be reflexive: the 
sinner himself must eradicate the bad intention; (5) Consequent upon 
this act of self-purification, the sinner is able to ascend to the divine, 
as it is to be found within and beyond the self. 

As operative in the text from which this quotation is taken, Augustine’s 
concept of intention is crucial for an appreciation of his anguished 
and obsessive regard for the truth. Although he does not explicitly 


15 Du Cange, C., Glossarium Ad Scriptores Mediae et Infimae Latinitatis (1720). 
s.v. mundicordis (tomus 1v, p. 545). 

17 As Augustine himself records in Retractationes, 1.14—27. 

'8 Translations from the De sermone Domini in monte are in DJ. Kavanagh's translation, 
with occasional slight modifications, which are flagged as such. 
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distinguish intentions from motives, he can nevertheless be said to make 
an implicit distinction between them in so far as he defines intentions 
as mental acts which are conscious by definition. Indeed, while motives 
such as envy and resentment may not be conscious, we cannot intend, 
as Augustine realized, without knowing that we intend. Whenever the 
mind intends, therefore, it is present to itself and, to that extent at least, 
knows itself. As defined in 393-94, therefore, Augustine’s concept of 
intention prefigures the theory of the self-transparency of the mind 
that he would later famously develop in the De trinitate. 

Augustine exploits what appears to have been for him a straight- 
forward conceptual point in two different ways. In the first place, he 
contrasts the perspicuity of intentions with the uncertainty of their 
outcomes. Since the fruition of our goals cannot ever be guaranteed, 
he denied it ethical relevance. The very existence of this contrast, 
as he construed it, reinforced his anti-consequentialism and led him 
to affirm that the morality of actions should not be assessed by their 
consequences but solely by the intention of the agent. As he wrote: 
‘in all our actions. ..it is the intention, and not the act, that ought to 
be considered, for the intention is indeed the light within us’ (Commentary 
on the Lord's Sermon on the Mount, 11,13,46). The use of the metaphor of 
light to account for the intentional aspect of actions is highly significant. 
We shall return to the issue. 

Far bolder is the second thesis that Augustine draws from his concep- 
tion of intention as ‘the light within us’. To appreciate how bold this 
second thesis is, let us ask him whether he means that intentions are 
luminous irrespectively of their morality. Let us ask him whether he 
would countenance the inference that evil intentions, gua intentions, are 
as luminous as good ones. ‘Yes’, he replies, ‘even a bad intention is a 
light’ Gbid., IL,13,46). In a way, this answer is no more than should have 
been expected since it is consonant with his conception of intention as 
self-transparent by definition. Yet, for all that, it is a little surprising to 
see the bishop of Hippo use the metaphor of light to describe evil in 
the soul. Presumably to ease the paradox, he unobtrusively smuggles 
in an extra criterion—a moral criterion—to complement what had 
initially been presented as a straightforward conceptual point. Although 
all intentions, qua such, are light, he writes, the light of evil intentions 
is dimmed by the concomitant presence in the mind of a desire for 
‘the temporal things of earth’: 


...that same light is darkness when the intention is not a single inten- 
tion (simplex intentio) directed toward things of the upper world, but is 
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deflected toward the things beneath; it is as though it were causing an 
eclipse when the heart is twofold (duplici corde) (ibid., I1,13,46, transl. 
slightly modified). 


When read side by side with the scriptural texts on which they are meant 
as a gloss, these lines begin to yield Augustine’s concept of insincerity. 
In his viewpoint, the intention of the hypocrite is both light and dark. 
To the extent that the hypocrite’s attempt to appear other than he is 
can properly be described as deliberate and purposeful, he knows his 
own mind. His cynicism is proof of his self-knowledge. Yet, to the 
extent that the hypocrite is driven by the desire for the temporal good 
of human praise, he invites darkness into his soul. He allows the light 
within to be dimmed by alien shadowy elements. 

At this point, let us pause briefly and ponder the nature of the 
contrast between light and darkness that Augustine uses to describe 
evil-intentioned behavior in general, and hypocrisy in particular. On 
the surface, his meaning is plain. The notion of divided heart (duplex 
cor) readily accounts for the two paradigms of hypocrisy in our later 
literary heritage, Molière’s Tartuffe and Dickens’ Uriah Heep. Tartuffe 
puts on a pretense of piety in order to win Orgon’s trust, but he does so 
with the ultimate purpose of seducing Orgon’s wife, Elmire. So doing, 
he bears out La Rochefoucauld’s famous maxim that ‘hypocrisy is a 
homage that vice renders to virtue'.? As for Uriah Heep’s strategy, it, 
too, consists in faking a virtue, namely humility, in order ultimately to 
secure the wealth and social status that he craves. Both Tartuffe and 
Uriah Heep deliberately and purposefully simulate the good in order 
to gain worldly advantages. They both concurrently fulfill two separate 
intentions and serve two different masters. Their heart, which ought to 
be pure and simple, is divided. They are doubly insincere for they are 
insincere in both senses of the word. As Augustine writes: 


... whenever a man simulates goodness, he has a divided heart. Therefore, 
no one has a single heart—and this is the same as a clean heart—unless 
he rises above human praise while he is living an upright life, that is to 
say, unless his thoughts and his efforts to please are directed solely toward 
Him who alone is the discerner of conscience. (ibid., II,1,1) 


1 “L’hypocrisie est un hommage que le vice rend à la vertu’, La Rochefoucauld, 
Réflexions ou Sentences et Maximes Morales, GCXVIII, Paris, Hachette, 1868 (1st ed. 
1665). 
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Augustine’s purpose in drawing a contrast between the light of righ- 
teousness and the darkness of temporal cares is not, however, solely 
to describe the mental set up of hypocrites and other sinners. It is 
also, more importantly, to offer a philosophical account of it. To this 
account, we now turn. 


VI 


In the Cassiciacum dialogues, particularly the Soliloquia and the De 
magistro, Augustine begins to outline the rationalist epistemology in 
which his commitment to the ideal of sincerity is ultimately to be 
traced. Three tenets of this epistemology are of especial relevance to 
our issue. Augustine holds, firstly, that it is in the nature of the mind 
to be innately furnished with abstract concepts, a priori principles and 
eternal truths, all of which he classifies under the umbrella title of 
‘intelligibles’. He thinks, secondly, that, in certain conditions, the mind 
can take direct cognizance of its own contents by consulting ‘the inner 
truth by means of reason’ (De magistro, XII.39, tr. P. King). He believes, 
thirdly, as intimated earlier, that the mind enjoys automatic and privi- 
leged access to its own operations. The first two tenets are combined 
in the account of the cognition of intelligibles that Augustine gives in 
that dialogue: 


When we deal with things that we perceive by the mind, that is, namely 
by the intellect and reason, we are speaking of things that we look upon 
immediately in the inner light of Truth, in virtue of which the so-called 
inner man is illuminated and rejoices. (XIL40, transl. P. King) 


Augustine emphasizes the inwardness and incorporeal nature of intel- 
ligibles by calling them ‘spiritual’, in contrast with sense impressions, 
which he likes to describe as ‘carnal’ (ibid.). Later on, in the Confes- 
stons, his examples of intelligibles will turn out to be pretty standard: 
the ‘truths and laws of mathematics and mensuration’, the ‘principle 
of number’, as well as the norms presupposed in evaluative concepts 
such as happiness. (X.9, 16-17) 

The fact that all three epistemological tenets are grounded in his 
theory of divine illumination accounts for Augustine’s pervasive use of 
the metaphor of light in discussing epistemological issues. This metaphor 
is worked very hard in Augustine’s writings, being pressed into service 
to describe all possible objects of direct intellectual apprehension, from 
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the most straightforward of intentions to the Creator. For Augustine, 
as will be recalled, the source of light—indeed sometimes the light 
itsel{—is God. In the same way as we see earthly things courtesy of 
the sun, he Platonically holds, we apprehend ‘the most certain truths 
which are arrived at by the sciences’ (Soliloquia, 1.12, transl. G. Watson) 
thanks to the illumination of our mind by the divine guarantor of 
truth. In the words of Reason, as she is personified in the Soliloquia: 
*...it is God Himself who illuminates, and I myself, the Reason, am 
to minds what the sight is to eyes’ (ibid.) Hence, we may infer, when 
the human mind apprehends itself through its conscious operations, 
it does so courtesy of divine illumination. When it is so illuminated 
and further aided by virtue, Reason can even display God to our mind 
(ibid.). Although Augustine holds that the human mind has been cre- 
ated so as to be naturally equipped for the discovery and the enjoyment 
of eternal truths, he consistently teaches that it cannot actively realize 
these capabilities without divine assistance. As time went by, Augustine 
would stress the difficulties in the path of contemplation more and 
more. In a relatively late work, the De genesi ad litteram (written from ca 
401 to 414), he expressed most clearly the paradox that is central to 
his theological epistemology: God is both present in the soul and above 
it. Fully exploiting the rich potential of his favourite metaphor while 
taking care to prevent any possible misunderstanding of it, Augustine 
urges his readers to reach out to the divine within. Let us, he writes, 
distinguish between the objects of intellectual vision and the light that 
makes it possible, and understand that: 


... the light itself is something else [than the objects of intellectual vision], 
the light by which the soul is enlightened in order truly to understand 
and observe all things either in itself or in this light. For this light is now 
God himself, while the soul is a creature, even though a rational and 
intelligent one made to his image. So when it strives to gaze upon that 
light, it blinks and shivers in its weakness, and quite simply lacks the 
power to do so. Yet that light is what enables it to understand whatever 
is within the range of its power. When therefore the mind is snatched 
up there, and being withdrawn from the senses of the flesh, is set more 
firmly in the presence of that vision, not spatially but in its own kind of 
way, it also sees above itself the one by whose aid it also is enabled to 
see whatever it can see in itself by intellectual understanding (X1L31,59, 
transl. E. Hill). 


As Gareth Matthews well said: ‘Augustine combines the idea of God as 
the source of epistemic illumination with the idea of God as a blinding 
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light which, even as it enables us to bring other things into focus, can- 
not be brought into focus itself.” 

The above passage, in which a distinct Plotinian echo can be heard, 
describes an intellectual and spiritual ascent. As a matter of definition, 
ascents may, but need not, culminate. Those who undertake a jour- 
ney to the interior of the soul may, or may not, succeed in 'snatch- 
ing themselves up', as the translation quoted above has it. At Ostia, 
Augustine undoubtedly thought that he had had such a vision, which, 
interestingly enough, he characterised as ‘a moment of knowledge’ 
(momentum intelligentiae, Conf. TX. 25).?' Earlier on, while still at Milan, 
his discovery of a Latin translation of the books of the Platonists had 
been, from his own account, followed by a mystical experience which 
he described in terms similar to those he would later to use in the De 
genesi ad litteram: 


These books served to remind me to return to my own self. Under your 
guidance I entered into the depths of my soul, and this I was able to 
do because your aid befriended me. I entered, and with the eye of my 
soul, such as it was, I saw the Light that never changes casting its ray 
over the same eye of my soul, over my mind. It was not the common 
light of day....It shone above my mind...1t was itself the Light that made 
me...(Conf. VIL10.16, trans. R.S. Pine-Coffin, my italics) 


From the Soliloquia to the De genesi ad litteram, via the De magistro, the De 
libero arbitrio and the Confessions, as can be seen, Augustine's teaching is 
that the human mind (or soul) can reach out to the divine light. But if 
Augustine believes that the self can reach beyond itself and that the soul 
can come within reach of the ultimate vision, he does not think that 
it can do so easily or comfortably. Demanding intellectual and moral 
conditions are set in their path. Although the two sets of conditions 
overlap in Augustine's presentation, I shall, for clarity's sake, consider 
them separately. 

The intellectual conditions require of the mind that it concentrate 
its attention on objects of a high ontological dignity, i.e. incorporeal 
objects or intelligibles, which can be directly apprehended by the mind 
without the mediation of the senses.? In Augustine’s outlook, the eleva- 
tion of the mind from the ‘carnal’ to the ‘spiritual’ takes the form of 


? G. Matthews (2001: 183). 
?' See also Soliloquia 1.12: ‘to see God is to understand God’. 
See, e.g., Confessions, X. 12,19. 
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a mental ascent such as his own, as famously described in book X of 
the Confessions. The ascent proceeds by stages from the reception of the 
data of sense to the formation of images by the imagination, to the 
exploration of memory, to the direct apprehension by the mind of 
realities innately lodged in it, and, finally, to the realization that God 
is within the mind of the seeker.” Or, as he put it in one of his most 
famous apostrophes to the Deity: tu autem eras interior intimo meo, et supe- 
rior summo meo (“You were deeper within than my own deepest self, and 
higher than my own highest self”, III, 6.11)? 

Yet, as mentioned above, to ascend is not a sufficient condition for 
reaching the summit. To look is but one of the prerequisites for see- 
ing. As the following passage from the Soliloquia shows, Augustine was 
keenly aware of this fact: 


...to have eyes 1s not the same thing as to look at something, and to look 
at something is not the same thing as to see. So the soul must have three 
qualifications: it must have eyes which it can already use effectively, it must 
look, and it must see. ‘Healthy eyes’ means a mind which is free from all 
stain of the body, that is, far removed and cleansed from all longings for 
mortal things. (L.12, transl. G. Watson) 


Virtue, the health of the soul, as Augustine tells us in this passage, can 
alone initiate and sustain the looking. ‘Virtue’ is here to be taken as a 
class name including both the theological and the moral virtues. Let us 
briefly take those in turn. Faith inspires the mind to enquire and gives 
the seeker confidence that the divine vision will satisfy his longing and 
make him blessed. Hope sustains his expectation of enjoying this vision. 
As for charity, it causes him actively to love the object of his longing, and 
thereby ensures that he will not wish to turn away from the looking. 
As Augustine knew well, however, the theological virtues cannot be 
practiced in the absence of moral virtue. More specifically, he knew 
that the exercise of faith, hope and charity, which enables the believer 
to seek spiritual sustenance over all other things, 1s conditional upon 
the overcoming of superfluous bodily wants. Uppermost in Augustine’s 
mind, therefore, at this stage of his argument, are those among the 
moral virtues which silence what he calls the concupiscence of the 
flesh. As he makes clear in book X of the Confessions, Augustine takes 


23 Confessions, X. 6,8 to 25,36. 
?* Tt gives me great pleasure, in a volume that celebrates Denis O’Brien’s scholarly 
achievements, to quote this famous line in his own felicitous rendering (1968). 
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a very broad interpretation of the concupiscence of the flesh. Under 
this heading, he includes not only non procreative sex and other cor- 
poreal delights, but also a number of other interests which would not 
ordinarily be so classified, such as the desire for worldly success and the 
temptation to court human affection. All of these, he holds, channel 
our attention into the wrong direction, that is aside and outwards, and 
are therefore liable ultimately to debilitate the soul. 

A debilitated soul is one whose obsessive care for the body has 
rendered incapable of turning inwards and beholding the entities of 
reason that, in Augustine's outlook, it holds within itself. Worse even, a 
debilitated soul 1s one that shuts out the divine illumination that would 
otherwise empower it to see ‘above itself” and find its Beatitude. Of 
this shutting out of the light, Augustine held insincerity to be the first 
and paradigmatic manifestation. In the same way as Adam and Eve 
covered their body with leaves, he writes in the De trinitate, they wove 
together ‘good words without the fruit of good works so as, while 
living wickedly, to cover their disgrace...by speaking well.’ (X.8.13) 
By this Augustine means that, after the fall, Adam and Eve misused 
their rational and spiritual principle by subordinating it to temporal 
concerns. So doing, they adulterated it and weakened its capacity for 
beholding God's truth. In the process, the inner self became Janus-like, 
turned at one and the same time to heaven and to earth. Its regard for 
God's law became contaminated by care for temporal things. Instead 
of being wholehearted and pure, it became insincere because impure. 
As Augustine was at pains to stress in part III of the De libero arbitrio, 
to attend to earthly matters in preference to spiritual concerns is at 
one and the same time an error of judgment and a sin. The (culpable) 
error of judgment consists in mistaking the dross of the world of sense 
for the gold of intelligible reality. The sin is rooted in the failure of the 
soul to educate itself and in the turning of the will from immutable to 
transitory goods. Both the error and the sin incapacitate the mind by 
shutting out the source of its illumination. The insincere, the impure 
of heart, will not see God. 


VII 


Augustine’s rationalist epistemology supports his commitment to intro- 
spection. Since the soul holds within itself eternal truths and intelligible 
realities, since God is the illuminating agency through which we are 
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empowered to take cognizance of the most estimable epistemic objects, 
it follows that the soul that would know God must know itself. Or, in 
an alternative interpretation of Augustine’s thesis, in knowing God, 
the soul may know itself. The interchangeability, in this instance, of 
God and the soul as epistemic objects accounts for the minimalist and 
confusing syntax of the prayer which opens the second book of the 
Soliloquia: Noverim me, noverim te (May I come to know myself and come 
to know You). 

Within the framework of Augustine's theological epistemology, self- 
scrutiny, therefore, becomes an intellectual as well as a religious duty. 
In Sermon 72 (On Almsgiving), a text that deserves to be better known, 
he urges this duty upon us: 


... there is nothing which anyone ought to consider more important than 
to fix his attention on himself, to learn his own case, to examine himself, 
to scrutinize himself, to search into himself, to discover himself...(transl. 
DJ. Kavanagh) 


As we know, self-scrutiny is not a duty that Augustine was ever reluctant 
to discharge. To discharge it, he found a way that was strikingly inno- 
vative: he used a form of introspection.? Admittedly, self-scrutiny was 
not entirely unheard of in antiquity, but it took a different form from 
the one Augustine relied upon, consisting of either an examination of 
conscience or a scrutiny by the mind of its own powers. Although the 
first form was rare, it was not totally unknown. The Pythagoreans were 
thought to have advocated it. Seneca recommends practicing it daily." 
Plotinus advocates it in a famous and much loved passage. While 


#% See also the opening words of Confessions X: *Cognoscam te, cognitor meus, 
cognoscam, sicut et cognitus sum.’ (‘Let me know you, O you who know me; then 
shall I know even as I am known', transl. M. Boulding). For a skilful unraveling of 
the possible meanings of the Soliloquia prayer, see G. Verbeke (1954), to whom I am 
here indebted. 

2 For a description of the two different forms of introspection at work in Augustine's 
wriüngs, see Stern-Gillet (2006). 

27 [n Seneca’s description, the Stoic Q, Sextius ‘at the end of the day, after retiring for 
his nightly rest, would put these questions to his soul: ‘““What bad habit have you cured 
to-day?”, “What fault have you resisted?", “In what respect are your better?” ... Can 
anything be more excellent than this practice of thoroughly sifting the whole day?’ (De 
Ira, 111.36.1—2, transl. J.W. Basore). This passage is often taken to provide evidence of 
Seneca’s Pythagorean sympathies, as shown in Griffin (1976: 37-39). On self-scrutiny 
in pre-Christian antiquity, see W. Jaeger (1959). 

?* “Go back into yourself and look; and if you do not yet see yourself as beautiful, 
then, just as someone making a statue which has to be beautiful cuts away here and 
polishes there and makes one part smooth and clears another till he has given his statue 


244 SUZANNE STERN-GILLET 


there is no reason to doubt that these philosophers acted upon their 
own advice, it should be noted that that they did not feel incumbent 
upon themselves to share the fruit of their search with their readers. 
Augustine, by contrast, did. 

Far more common in Antiquity was the epistemologically motivated 
exploration of the mind by itself. Of this kind of self-scrutiny, Augustine 
had several models to choose from, all couched in abstract and imper- 
sonal terms. Take for example Plotinus, chief among those platonici to 
whom Augustine owed so much. When, in the fourth Ennead, Plotinus 
expresses the view that the best way to obey the Apollinian command 
to know oneself is ‘to seek the real nature of that which seeks’ (V3 
[27].1.11, transl. A.H. Armstrong), he has in mind a highly theoretical 
and abstract inquiry by the soul into its own origin, the manner of its 
descent into body as well as the nature and extent of its own cogni- 
tive powers. Admittedly, when, in the fifth Ennead (V.1 [10].12.12—20), 
Plotinus advises us to turn our attention inwards, he seeks to motivate 
us to undertake a movement of conversion and a spiritual ascent. But 
the ascent, as he conceives it, consists in a dispassionate metaphysical 
meditation, a meditation that would not differ in essentials from one 
seeker to another. It does not require that the seeker engage in a process 
of retrospection and pore over past mistakes and misdeeds. Yet this is 
precisely what Augustine did. 

The virtues required of these two types of conversion are of a dif- 
ferent order. A Plotinian conversion requires, in the main although not 
exclusively, the possession of intellectual virtues such as a capacity for 
rational thought, discernment and intellectual integrity. By contrast, an 
Augustinian conversion requires, in the main although not exclusively, 
the possession of moral virtues. Chief among those is sincerity in the 
first of the two senses distinguished earlier, viz. being truthful about 
oneself. 

The ideal of truthfulness that inspired Augustine’s Confessions stood 
to be jeopardized by three common human tendencies: lying to oneself, 
lying to others, and using the truth as a means to win men’s praise. 
Of these, the first, self-deception, is the most invidious. The kind of 
journey to the interior of the soul that Augustine undertook was a 


a beautiful face, so you too must cut away excess and straighten the crooked and clear 
the dark and make it bright, and never stop “working on your statue”’, Ennead 1.6 [1] 
9. 7-13, transl. A.H. Armstrong. 
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journey into the (almost) unknown. There were but few relevant pub- 
lic facts and events that he needed to record ‘exactly as they were”. 
Like all historians, he had to search for what he would disclose. Unlike 
most historians, he was his own archives. This was especially so since 
Augustine had converted to a religion in which the spirit of the law 
takes precedence over its letter. Speech, therefore, became for him the 
performance of truth or, in his striking formulation, a way of ‘making 
( facere) truth’. As a result, no one, save God, could assess the veracity 
of his narrative. But God’s omniscience makes lying futile. And so, 
why write, after all? Why make one’s confession ‘in the face of this 
congregation’? 

The Bishop of Hippo was ever conscious of his pastoral responsibili- 
ties, and there is no doubt, therefore, that he intended his Confessions 
to serve a didactic purpose. The description of his journey to faith 
was for him a means not only of purifying his own heart but also of 
educating his brothers and sisters in Adam in the mysterious ways of 
God's grace.* The Confessions are an invitation to his readers, in their 
turn, to recall their own past sins and failings so that they, too, might 
come within reach of the immutable divine being who is above, and 
yet within, their own individual self. Without sincerity, in both senses of 
the word distinguished in section II above, such an endeavour would be 
doomed to failure. A confession must be sincere in the sense of being 
an accurate record of one’s past self. But it must also be sincere in the 
sense of being solely motivated by the aspiration that initiated it, which 
in Augustine’s case was to reach out to the divine. Vanity, smugness or 
the desire for self-aggrandizement must not enter into the motivation 
of one who confesses in the hope of finding God.*! 

And so it was that public self-disclosure became for Augustine a 
pressing and important duty. And so it was that, thanks to him, sin- 
cerity became the prime moral excellence of the autobiographical, 


?? This, of course, is an allusion to Ranke’s famous ideal of historical objectivity: 


‘wie es eigentlich gewesen ist’. 

3° To borrow from G. Madec: ‘...ce moi, pêcheur et converti, s’il est bien le moi 
singulier d'Augustin, est aussi celui de tout fils d'Adam', ‘“Jn te supra me”. Le sujet dans 
les Confessions de saint Augustin’, Revue de l'Institut Catholique de Paris, 28 (1988:52). See, 
too, pp. 52-54. 

3! To what extent Augustine himself succeeded in overcoming these tendencies is a 
matter for the biographer, not for a theoretical investigation such as the present one. 
For an attempt to confront the reality of Augustine’s confessional practice with his 
theory of self-disclosure, see O’Donnell (2005). 
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confessional, discourse. And so it was that, pace Lionel ‘Trilling, long 
before the Renaissance, sincerity became a moral virtue.” 
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EPILOGUE: INTERPRETATION IN RETROSPECT 


INNOVATION AND CONTINUITY IN THE HISTORY 
OF PHILOSOPHY 


David Evans 
(Queen’s University Belfast) 


Denis O’Brien taught me Greek Philosophy during 1961-2 in Cam- 
bridge. At the time this student experience was stimulating and enjoy- 
able; and in retrospect its significance has come to seem even greater. 
Those Cambridge “supervisions” set me firmly on an intellectual course 
which I have pursued over the next forty-plus years. My debt to Denis is 
very considerable, and I am happy to use this occasion to do something 
to repay it. His own published work combines meticulous concern for 
scholarly accuracy in the analysis of classic texts, with unfettered explo- 
ration of the philosophical issues which they address. He is a historian 
of philosophy who extracts philosophy from the history and corrects 
the philosophy by the history. That has been my own approach too; 
and in this essay I want to consider this issue on a rather large scale, 
which nonetheless reflects a number of his core scholarly interests. 


Philosophy is an intellectual practice on which the finger of history lies 
long. Every philosopher working in the western traditions acknowledges 
the fundamental importance of the ancient Greek thinkers—Thales and 
his Presocratic companions, Plato, Aristotle and others who flourished 
in the first millennium BCE. In other traditions of philosophy—the 
Indian, for example, and the Chinese—other thinkers of comparable 
antiquity exert similar seminal influence. Yet even in these traditions 
the ancient Greeks are recognised as providing a key to the study of 
philosophy.' 


! See Jorge J.E. Gracia & Jiyuan Yu, Uses & Abuses of the Classics (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2004), pp. ix-x. 
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Philosophy is a study steeped in tradition. One might indeed say, 
following a lead in Aristotle, that philosophy is based on tradition.’ But 
there is also a strongly countervailing thought about philosophy. To be 
a philosopher is to be an autonomous thinker, beholden to nobody and 
nothing other than one's own unfettered intellect.” This fact must make 
it possible for any genuine philosopher to depart from the tradition and 
to innovate. Someone who is not willing, even eager, to do this is not a 
genuine philosopher. So it appears that there is a tension between two 
aspects of our conception of philosophy. The philosopher should know 
and respect the tradition, even to the extent of acknowledging that his 
intellectual interests are determined by it. But he must also be prepared 
to scrutinise, revise and, if necessary, jettison it under conditions of 
discipline that derive not from the tradition but from his own mind. 

This antinomy raises huge and challenging problems for philosophers 
in their actual practice and also for metaphilosophers who seek to clarify 
the nature of philosophy as it is and ought to be. I shall focus on one 
small fragment of this large story; I shall consider some excerpts from 
the history of arguments for the existence of God. Philosophers have a 
perennial concern with the foundations of religion and the metaphysical 
status of God as part of what there is. To give my analysis adequate 
historical scope, I shall concentrate my attention on three philosophers 
whose work straddles two millennia and whose philosophical presence 
is also millennial in the more aspirational sense of the word. These 
thinkers do much to define the past and to determine how it might 
develop into the future. 


Let us start with an overview of rational theology. According to a 
conventional conception of this area of philosophy, its essence is dis- 
tilled into three famous arguments for the existence of God which are 
best known by the names Teleological, Cosmological and Ontological. 
The arguments take their start from certain basic assumptions: these 
concern the nature of the world which forms our environment, the 


? Aristotle, Micomachean Ethics K2, 1173a1—2. 

* Again we may cite Aristotle, among innumerable witnesses: see Nicomachean Ethics 
A6, 1096al1—17—“‘these people are dear to us, but truth is more so" (the allusion is 
to Plato and his associates; but note the anonymity of the attribution). 
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existence of material objects and the changes they undergo, and our 
ideas of divine perfection. It is possible to represent them as forming 
a logically connected sequence in which each later member assumes 
progressively less in its premises than does its predecessor. This was 
how they were regimented by Immanuel Kant who sets out the argu- 
ments—and diagnoses their weaknesses—in a form that has become 
canonical for later philosophy. 

Kant knew that he was working within a tradition and did not claim 
originality for his insights into philosophy of religion; his interests were 
at a more general level of epistemology and metaphysics. The recent 
and contemporary philosophers who work so readily with the grain 
of Kant’s analysis are well aware that the material of their study is a 
good deal more malleable, less procrustean than their adherence to the 
tradition might suggest. So let us probe somewhat beneath this surface, 
both historically and philosophically, to see what the true ground may 
reveal. 

Kant took his start from Descartes, Leibniz and their contemporaries. 
They in turn leaned on the medieval scholastic philosophers—above all 
Thomas Aquinas—who were themselves indebted to philosophers of 
classical antiquity. The tradition is complex and sometimes disorderly. 
The transmission of ideas between philosophers was marred by misun- 
derstandings; and there was in any case no set programme or agenda 
that required any particular philosopher to pay attention to the work 
of particular predecessors.’ Indeed these aspects of this tradition bear 
out my earlier remarks about the counterpoint between free-thinking 
originality and respect for the past which is one of the hallmarks of 
philosophy. For the purposes of this brief exposition I shall simplify and 
concentrate on the contributions of just three philosophers: Aristotle, 
Aquinas and Descartes. 

Aristotle’s God is a philosophical conception but it is one which 
is fairly marginal to the main concerns of his philosophy. In this he 
is unlike, say, Descartes or Berkeley, each of whom gives the deity a 
central role in his metaphysics. Aristotle’s approach follows the tenets 
of his own philosophical method. God, or gods, had been the subject 


* Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A590-1/B618-9. 

° R.M. Gale, On the Nature and Existence of God (Cambridge University Press, 1991), 
pp. 3-4. 

ê For fuller argument on this point, see J.D.G. Evans, Aristotle (Sussex: Harvester, 
1987), pp. 171-3, 184. 
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both of earlier philosophical speculation and of popular thought and 
culture; therefore the existence of such a being cannot be either denied 
or ignored on pain of paradox. That is one part of the picture. But 
since God is not part of the near and familiar world, as human beings 
and tables or chairs are, it would be an epistemological mistake to assign 
him as central and dominant a part in metaphysics as we do to these 
more mundane things. 

With these caveats Aristotle proceeds to construct his argument for 
the existence of God.’ We start from the familiar fact of finite, time- 
bound change, such as the occurrence of the delivery or reading of 
this paper within the forty minutes or so which mark its beginning and 
end. It can be shown by a few, fairly plausible, steps that this event 
depends causally on the existence and operation of an eternal substance; 
without this substance limited changes of a familiar sort could not 
happen.® The next step is to argue that while the system of heavenly 
bodies supplies an obvious candidate for this ultimate cause, in fact 
this proposal will not survive scrutiny. These bodies do clearly cause 
changes within the universe and they appear indeed to be eternal. Yet 
they themselves also undergo change. By applying certain fundamental 
principles of Aristotle’s dynamics we see that the cause of change which 
itself undergoes change must be explained by reference to something 
external to itself; and if we are to avoid an infinite regress or a vicious 
circle of explanation, we must transfer our attention to a different kind 
of entity—one which is not itself involved in dynamic processes. 

So we get a fundamental transition to the second part of Aristotle’s 
argument where his consideration focuses on something which is 
unchanging, mental in nature, and operates causally as an ideal rather 
than through physical action.” He argues that the cause of a perma- 
nently changing substance like the astronomical heavens can be found 
only in an entity which serves as an ideal exemplar for its invariant 


7 [ shall summarise the argument of Metaphysics A. I supply line references only for 
crucial and contentious claims. 

* I refer to Physics O, relying on it as Aristotle does in Metaphysics A. For much more 
extensive discussion of this text, see M.L. Gill & J.G. Lennox (edd.), Se/fmotion (Prin- 
ceton University Press, 1994), esp. chapters 4 and 6; R. Wardy, The Chain of Change 
(Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 113-20. 

? The crucial step occurs at 1072b13—21, where Aristotle moves from an impersonal, 
neuter mode of reference to a personal one, for what he clearly takes to be the same 
entity. I argue that he relies here on his thesis of the actual identity of thinker and thing 
thought, argued for in De Amma T2, 425b26—6a26 (see Evans, Aristotle, pp. 239 ff). 
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nature. Both the nature of the ideal and the mode of causality are 
supplied by a pure intelligence; and that is where Aristotle’s argument 
concludes. The ultimate cause of the changes in the universe and the 
existence of the material objects which undergo such change, is a dis- 
embodied mind whose sole activity is to think thought of itself. 

This is the classic origin of the arguments for the God of the phi- 
losophers. In terms of the conventional taxonomy of such argument, 
it clearly corresponds more closely to the cosmological argument than 
to the congeners. Cosmological arguments, whose theme is the opera- 
tion of the entire universe, start from unchallengeable facts about the 
changes within the world near to our experience, and they conclude 
that such facts can indeed occur only because some ultimate cause 
generates them. This cause is remote from our experience; but a 
cosmological argument aims to take us from here to there by plausible 
and compelling steps, so that we end by accepting the existence not 
just of this stone and its falling movement but of a God who originally 
causes such things. Aristotle’s argument, in its first part, satisfies that 
description. But its second part adds more, and this extra part satisfies 
a lack that is often felt to afflict cosmological argumentation. However 
cogently such arguments promote a conclusion, the subject matter of 
their conclusion is not—or not necessarily—God. 

Aristotle addresses this last difficulty in the second part of his argu- 
ment. He shows that the ultimate cause of change is a perfect being 
and that the ability of this being to effect universal change is con- 
ditional on its perfection. The mode of its causality—final, goal-directed 
energising—is bound up with the particular conception of God which 
Aristotle advances. Because God is the only purely mental substance, 
he alone is able to cause change without being in some way reciprocally 
affected; but it follows that his mental activity can only be self-directed. 
So it seems perverse to criticise Aristotle for poor theology, as so often 
is done, when the motivation for the completion of his cosmological 
argument for the existence of God is precisely theological." 

The lineage of Aristotle’s overall argument is clearly cosmological. 
But it also contains features which belong more obviously with the 
teleological argument, insofar as the causality which Aristotle invokes 
is goal-directed and purposive. Furthermore, since Aristotle’s God is 


10 RM. Gale, op. cit., pp. 239-41. 
!! See G.E.M. Anscombe & PT Geach, Three Philosophers (Blackwell, 1961), p. 59. 
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the content of a mental representation and this content is the sum of 
all perfections, there are also elements of the ontological argument in 
this complex set of material. 


I now move on to my next specimen philosopher of religion— Thomas 
Aquinas, philosopher and indeed saint of medieval Christendom who 
flourished around 1260 CE, about 1600 years after Aristotle. Aquinas 
can stand as a paradigm representative of the medieval attempt to sup- 
ply rational organisation to thought about the existence and nature of 
God. He and those who shared his cultural environment, had a stronger 
and more direct commitment to religious belief than 1s evident from 
Aristotle's writings. Medieval Christians lived in a society that needed 
to attend more actively to the defence of their religion from external 
threat. At the same time Aquinas had behind him a much longer and 
more complex tradition of philosophical speculation than was avail- 
able to Aristotle. 

At the heart of his rational theology stand the Five Ways; these are 
five lines of argument that take us from the existence of the quotidian 
objects in the surrounding environment to the conclusion that God 
exists." The arguments focus on features of ordinary things which lead 
us to refer them to sources beyond themselves—the fact that they are 
in motion, that they are caused by something, that they are capable 
of being otherwise than as they are, that they possess value in varying 
degrees, and that they exhibit purpose and direction towards a goal. 
Starüng from each of these ubiquitous features of things, Aquinas 
argues that in all cases the explanation and understanding of the par- 
ticular phenomenon launches us on a regress that can only terminate 
in God. 

Like Aristotle, Aquinas' favoured style of argument is cosmological. 
In terms of the traditional Kantian taxonomy, that is the mode of 
argument that predominates. In each of the Five Ways he starts from 
familiar objects and, by noting the need to avoid infinite regress, pro- 
ceeds to the remote object——God—which is the target of his deduction. 
The differences between the Ways arise from the particular facet of 


? Summa Theologiae 1a.2.1—3. 
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objects which is selected for attention—their motion, for example, or 
their value or existence; the style of the arguments remains the same. 
There are further similarities between his strategy and Aristotle’s. 
Aquinas rejected the ontological argument for the existence of God, 
which had been expounded by his medieval precursor Anselm two 
hundred years earlier. His ground for this rejection was that speculation 
about the nature of things can only proceed with regard to those things 
which we accept as existing in advance of argument. Such opposition 
to a rationalist’s willingness to argue for the existence of a thing a priori 
aligns Aquinas with Aristotle. Both maintain that intuition (whether 
empirical or intellectual) must be the mainspring from which we argue; 
argument which proceeds from any other basis, of which the ontological 
argument for the existence of God is a specimen, is idle. 

The ontological argument had, of course, been honed by Aquinas’ 
precursor by 200 years, Anselm (archbishop of Canterbury and also 
saint). Anselm is best known for a classic version of the ontological 
argument, set out in his Proslogion 2-3. However he also addresses the 
topic in Monologion 3—a text which is less well known and discussed than 
its more populist successor.'* In the Monologion version Anselm is mainly 
occupied with the distinction between dependent and non-dependent 
beings; and his argument is to the conclusion that there cannot be more 
than one being of the latter, non-dependent kind. The reasoning is that 
where we have a plurality of dependent beings, all can be reduced in 
their dependence to a single non-dependent thing. But might there 
not be an original plurality of non-dependent things? Anselm rejects 
that suggestion on the ground that no distinction could be drawn from 
the members of such a plurality, given the superlative character of the 
nature which it (or, per impossibile, each of them) possesses. 

The style of argument here is predominantly cosmological; it seeks 
to interpret the relation of dependence non-symmetrically and thereby 
to discover the single being which underpins everything else. But when 
Anselm addresses the objection that there might be a plurality of such 
beings, he invokes the principle that directs his ontological argument. 
There can only be one “greatest” being; its essence determines the 
conditions of its existence. 


5 For a sound assessment of this issue, see Jan Aertsen, in The Cambridge Companion 
to Aquinas (Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 10-11. 

^ [ am grateful to Thomas Kelly for reminding me of the importance of this text 
(at a conference of the Irish Philosophical Society in Belfast in November 2005). 


258 DAVID EVANS 


So Aquinas found in his predecessors two versions of an argu- 
ment for the existence of God, each of which contained elements of 
a cosmological argument and elements of something else.'? His own 
conception of sound philosophical method required him to separate 
these elements. That is how we get the dominant form of the cosmo- 
logical argument, which animates all the variations in the Five Ways. 
Aquinas relied on the tradition and also innovated in this central part 
of his metaphysics. 

The other argument for God in the traditional presentation is the 
teleological argument—the argument from intelligent design. Neither 
Aquinas nor Aristotle sets this out as a distinctive argument; that was 
to become fashionable only later in the eighteenth century. The main 
theme of Aquinas’ Fifth Way is the purposive nature of things; and 
Aristotle’s philosophy of nature provides a mass of both argument 
and evidence in support of the analysis of natural processes as goal- 
directed. Neither philosopher would quarrel with the first premise of 
standard versions of the teleological argument, which states that the 
universe is well ordered and gives ample evidence of intelligent design. 
But they would not accept the further construction from this premise 
to a conclusion about the existence of God. 

In Aristotle’s case this is because he regards the purposiveness of 
natural things as intrinsic to their nature and to the explanation of that 
nature; and so it is a mistake to refer the causality of this phenomenon 
to something—God—that transcends the natural world. Even so, teleo- 
logical causation makes a crucial contribution to the second part of 
Aristotle’s own cosmological argument when he uses it as a means for 
proving that an ultimate cause may operate without being self-caused; 
this cause operates as an end and goal. Aquinas, too, marshals teleologi- 
cal considerations within a cosmological framework rather than allow- 
ing them directly to drive forward the argument for God’s existence. 
Lower-order entities exhibit a pattern of causality which is exceeded 
in others of higher order, so that we are required to recognise some 
term to this ascending series. It is not the actual value of the familiar 
objects but rather the fact they have such value, that Aquinas seeks to 
exploit in his argument. 


5 Brian Davies, The Thought of Thomas Aquinas (Oxford Clarendon Press, 1992), 
pp. 24-5, n. 17, is more cautious about the intellectual relation of Aquinas to Anselm. 
For an approach closer to my own, see Joseph Owens, in The Cambridge Companion to 
Aquinas (Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 49. 
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Therefore the true philosophical position of Aquinas is a good deal 
more nuanced than the Kantian analysis might suggest. Aquinas is 
the central figure in a tradition of mediaeval philosophy that sought 
to use reason and logic to support a set of religious propositions that 
were already guaranteed. That is why Kant attributes these arguments 
to the dogmatism of dialectic. However, we have seen that Aquinas’ 
position is more individual than that portrait would suggest. He is 
indeed a systematiser and he borrows strongly from earlier philosophers, 
principally Aristotle. At the same time he exhibits his own philosophi- 
cal preferences and puts the stamp of his philosophical personality on 
the logical form of the arguments which he favours concerning the 
existence of God. 


4 


My third philosopher is Descartes; and we can extract from his discus- 
sion of such arguments a similar lesson as regards the role of continuity 
and innovation in the best method of philosophy. Descartes is separated 
from Aquinas by only 350 years, but in the conventions of the his- 
tory of philosophy the distance is much wider. For Descartes rational 
argument is the only satisfactory route to truth; and however much 
he may have been convinced on other grounds that God exists, for 
the purposes of securing knowledge he insists on exclusive reliance on 
rigorous argument.'^ Moreover, his strategy determines that knowledge 
of the existence of material objects should depend on prior knowledge 
of the existence of God. 

So Descartes’ orientation towards this exercise in philosophy is very 
different from that of Aristotle and also of Aquinas. For them argu- 
ments that start from acknowledgement of humdrum material objects 
culminate in the conclusion that God exists. Descartes moves in the 
reverse direction. As might be expected, he differs from the other two 
philosophers in his positive attitude towards the ontological argument, 
which spells out the idea that the concept or essence of God is such 
that there must actually exist such a thing. This argument is the subject 


16 See J. Cottingham, Descartes (Blackwell, 1986), pp. 95-6. 
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of his Fifth Meditation." However, his main argument comes earlier, 
in the Third Meditation. It is this argument—sometimes known as the 
Trademark argument—which makes the decisive step in Descartes’ 
project. So I shall concentrate on it, while leaving some commentary 
on his assessment of the ontological argument untl later. 

The argument maintains that the conception which we have of 
God must, like any conception of anything, have its causal origin in 
something adequate to generate such a conception as an effect. Des- 
cartes invokes some general causal principles here. A cause must have 
reality sufficient to generate its effect; and in the case of a conceptual 
entity, that reality must be actual, not merely conceptual. The upshot 
of these general observations on causality, in the case which concerns 
us, is that the cause of an idea must really be that thing which the 
idea is an idea of. It follows that since the idea of God is one of a 
perfect being, the thing which causes it must be actually perfect. This 
argument is named the Trademark Argument, because Descartes calls 
the idea of God a trademark left on—or in—our minds by the author 
of our existence.'? 

I want, for the moment, to set aside the thoroughly questionable 
theses about causality and ontology on which the trademark argument 
rests. The question for us is how Descartes’ strategy in religious argu- 
mentation relates to the philosophical background which we have been 
considering. We have already noted that he espouses the ontological 
argument for which the other two philosophers show no enthusiasm. 
The intriguing feature of the trademark argument is the way in which it 
combines elements from the cosmological and ontological arguments in 
the earlier tradition. It relies on the characterisation of God as an idea 
of perfection; and this is precisely the main premise of the ontologi- 
cal argument. Further, the trademark argument involves a comparison 
and contrast between existence as the content of an idea and actual, 
full-blooded existence, concluding that the former in the case of God 
entails the latter; and that is a mirror of the movement of thought 


17 References to the writings of Descartes are by the standard Adam & Tannery 
edition (AT). The relation of the Fifth Meditation to the Third poses a puzzle for 
the interpreter of Descartes which is not adequately noticed. I say something on this 
below. 

18 “Et sane non mirum est Deum, me creando, ideam illam indidisse, ut esset tan- 
quam nota artificis operi suo impressa; nec etiam opus est ut nota illa sit aliqua res ab 
opere ipso diversa." (AT VII 51) The relation of the trademark to the product, which 
Descartes highlights here, raises issues to which I return below. 
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in Anselm’s original version of the ontological argument. Yet despite 
these ontological elements the main emphasis of the argument is on 
causality. We have a particular idea, and we could not have it unless it 
is caused by an actually existing God. As with the earlier philosophers 
in their cosmological arguments, Descartes considers the possibility that 
the cause of our idea of perfection might itself be something whose 
existential status is no higher than that of an idea. But that suggestion 
simply postpones an adequate account of the matter. All cosmological 
arguments, including this trademark argument of Descartes, avoid an 
infinite regress by reaching in their conclusion a cause that is differ- 
ent in existential status from its effects. That move too is replicated in 
Descartes’ argument. 

So we have here an argument that, in terms of the traditional trio 
of arguments, fits better with the cosmological than the other two but 
also borrows essential elements from the ontological argument. How- 
ever, I have not yet given a full report of the argument in the Third 
Meditation. In the last part of this discussion Descartes shifts his focus 
in a subtle and important way.? For most of the preceding argument 
he has been considering how it can come about that among our ideas 
there is one of a perfect being. Although this is an enquiry into the 
origin of our ideas, the emphasis is not so much on us humans and our 
mentality but rather on how certain particular contents get into our 
minds. But at the end he concentrates on the existence of the mind that 
has such thoughts. That too must be caused by God, since the other 
possible causal candidates—Descartes himself or his ancestors—are 
insufficient to the task. If his mind had the power to create itself, it 
would have endowed itself with the perfection that it can think; but 
in fact the human mind is manifestly less than perfect. The causality 
of the ancestors 1s no more or less plausible than is the candidacy of 
Descartes’ own mind. 

Commenting on this last part of the argument Descartes replies to 
Caterus that it is a mistake to bracket his thought with that of Aquinas 
in the Five Ways.? 'The main point of difference, he says, lies in the 
special nature of the mind that thinks of perfection. This feature shows 
that the trademark argument is no ordinary cosmological argument; 
it does not start from a set of dependent objects and conclude to the 


19 AT VII 48. 
20 Objections and Replies, First Set (AT VIII 106). 
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single original basis on which they all depend. But it does explore 
the causal basis of a unique effect. Descartes’ trademark argument 
combines features of the cosmological and ontological arguments. 
Aristotle’s argument had done so too, although in a very different way. 
But the lesson which should be drawn from the discussions of both 
Descartes and Aristotle is that the traditional division of the arguments 
for the existence of God, endorsed as it was by Immanuel Kant, can 
be misleading if it is seen as imposing a discipline and a strait jacket 
on the work of individual philosophers. This approach would gener- 
ate confusion rather than insight into the contributions of each of the 
three philosophers whom I have been considering, 

As I noted above, Descartes returns to the topic of God in the Fifth 
Meditation with his version of the ontological argument. It differs from 
Anselm’s in that it does not work from our conception of God to a 
conclusion about his existence; instead it starts with the nature of God 
and moves from there to its existential conclusion. ‘The location of this 
argument in Descartes’ text suggests that he saw it as dependent on the 
earlier trademark argument; and the obvious way in which this might 
be so lies in the final section of that argument. It is because human 
mentality is caused to be as it is by God, that we are justified in asserting 
what is “manifest by the natural light” (AT vii 52). The same thought is 
indicated in his recognition of the possibility that the trademark placed 
in us by God is not a feature of human thinking but the very fact of 
such thinking. Here again we see how closely connected in Descartes’ 
strategy are the ideas that motivate, in what are by tradition and con- 
vention distinct ways, the ontological and cosmological arguments for 
the existence of God. 


My discussion has been mainly in the idiom of scholarship and exegesis; 
it bears on how we should understand the work of each philosopher 
in its actual historical context. I now briefly consider the philosophi- 
cal value of these results and return to the theme of innovation and 
continuity which I discussed at the outset. 

We have been examining in some detail the arguments of three 
leading philosophers on a central theme of philosophy. They belong 
in distinct periods in the development of western philosophy and differ 
notably in their style and focus on philosophical issues. Yet there is also 


INNOVATION AND CONTINUITY IN THE HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY 263 


considerable convergence between them in the area of arguments for 
the existence of God. They are operating within a tradition, with each 
one conscious of the contributions of his precursors. ‘That tradition is a 
necessary condition of their own intellectual contribution. They borrow 
ideas and arguments, but they also amend and correct them. So there 
is plenty of genuine innovation in each philosopher’s work. 

Each philosopher establishes his own contribution, and thereby his 
philosophical identity, by reaction to and variation from the earlier 
themes. But that method requires all three of them to be working within 
a common tradition. This serendipitous dynamic of innovation and 
continuity is of tremendous importance to the activity of philosophy 
and to an understanding of what that activity is.?! 


ĉl An earlier version of this paper was given at the Academy of Social Sciences in 
Beijing. I am grateful to Enrico Berti and Herta Nagl-Docekal for comments. 
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